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LETTERS

Lame duck
Carla Roberts writes that ‘Corbyn 
should speak up’ (March 14). She 
notes that he is the reason why 
hundreds of thousands of members 
have joined the Labour Party and he 
still has a voice. Furthermore, if he 
spoke up in defence of Jackie Walker, 
for example, he could make a massive 
difference to the outcome of the 
Labour civil war.

However, that civil war is only 
one hurdle that Corbyn has to 
overcome. The main opposition is 
the British establishment. Parallels 
can be drawn with Tony Benn’s 
experience in Harold Wilson’s 1970s 
government. Benn was appointed 
industry secretary in 1974 with ideas 
about workers’ control contained in 
his ‘Alternative Economic Strategy’. 
Journalist Chapman Pincher wrote in 
the Daily Express at the time that he 
was aware that a vigilante group had 
been set up by the ex-deputy chief of 
the secret service, George Young, that 
included senior ex-military figures. 
Pincher was aware that their raison 
d’être was to protect the country 
from a ‘communist takeover’. Just 
like the military coup that removed 
Chile’s socialist government in 1973, 
any government that put Benn in a 
position of power would have to be 
dealt with in the same way.

Similarly, when Corbyn was voted 
Labour leader, an unnamed general 
said: “The army just wouldn’t stand 
for it. The general staff would not 
allow a prime minister to jeopardise 
the security of this country and I think 
people would use whatever means 
possible, fair or foul, to prevent that.”

Like Corbyn, Benn was smeared 
daily as a Marxist and a threat to 
parliamentary democracy. And he 
soon found himself increasingly 
isolated and conspired against by 
the civil service and fellow Labour 
MPs, who diluted his proposed 
radical policies. Corbyn is not even 
in government and he does not even 
raise his head above the parapet to 

face those who are conspiring against 
him, such as the media and the Labour 
right. If not now, when?

It is increasingly apparent that the 
Labour right and establishment will 
do all they can to stop Corbyn forming 
a government. And, in the unlikely 
event that he should come to power, 
there is next to no chance that any of 
his legislation would be voted for in 
parliament. He would be a lame-duck 
premier - just as now he appears to be 
a lame-duck opposition leader. I will 
not give up on Corbyn though - I will 
do everything to support him and keep 
alive the possibility that Britain will 
vote for a socialist premier.
Mick Hurst
Manchester

Become witches
Davis Shearer’s piece about me in 
your last issue is irritating on so 
many fronts, I barely know where 
to start (‘Reinstate Peter Gregson’, 
March 14). We need fewer armchair 
socialists with little knowledge of 
activism and more pragmatists, who 
have actually thought about how to 
change the world in which we live.

The first and most glaring fault 
is that he is too lazy to contact me 
to clarify tactics. If Mr Shearer even 
bothered to look at the petition he 
sneers at, he would perhaps realise 
that the names of those who sign are 
only visible for the length of time 
it takes for the next to sign. And 
nobody at Labour HQ or the Jewish 
Labour Movement is going to spend 
the seven months since the petition 
opened (the day the Labour Party 
adopted the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance definition) 
sitting night and day, screen-grabbing 
every three hours (yes, every three 
hours, on average, another Labour 
Party member joins this project). The 
upshot is that only the petitioner (ie 
me) knows the names of the 1,632 
who have signed.

And I will not lightly share those 
names with the party. For why should 
I? At this point, all the NEC need 
to know is the number of members 
who are standing up to them and are 
prepared to face expulsion, if needs be. 
It is the scale of the revolt that matters 
here, not the identities of those up in 

arms. If push comes to shove and it 
looks like the NEC are genuinely 
considering abandoning the IHRA, 
and they can give me assurances there 
will be no leaks or victimisation, then I 
will share the names of the signatories 
with the party’s executive director of 
legal affairs, Gordon Nardell QC. His 
reputation will be on the line if he fails 
to keep these people safe. And he will 
receive those names on the day the 
fate of the IHRA is to be discussed.

Indeed, at some stage the party 
will need to decide if and how the 
IHRA is going to be incorporated 
into the rulebook, for that challenge 
has been dodged. Until it does, the 
IHRA cannot be fully implemented: it 
is there in theory, but not in practice. 
The official advice to members is 
that anti-Semitism is bad, but in the 
absence of any other definition being 
given out in written form by HQ, 
I cannot see how anything but the 
Oxford English Dictionary definition 
that anti-Semitism is “hostility to or 
prejudice against Jews” can prevail. 
Expulsions for anything that does not 
reflect this definition will be open to 
challenge, since members can’t be 
expelled for something that is not in 
the rulebook.

Many of the party’s 550,000 
members might find themselves under 
investigation for criticising Israel, but 
I think disciplinary action against 
them, such as the expulsion I have 
suffered from in the GMB, would be 
a step too far, because it would result 
in uproar. The Labour Party is saner 
than the GMB, thank goodness, thus 
far at least - and Jennie Formby is a 
very different kettle of fish from the 
GMB’s Tim Roache, which is also 
very fortunate. However, we must still 
get the party to abandon the IHRA - 
for, until we do, criticism of Israel will 
be muted, Corbyn will continue to be 
vulnerable and, once prime minister, 
his hands will be tied on ‘boycott, 
divestment and sanctions’ measures.

If only the Weekly Worker 
could find writers that had at least 
a modicum of life experience, the 
paper would be all the richer for it. 
What else has David Shearer said 
that galls me? Well, he misquotes and 
misrepresents me. Whenever I say 
that Jews in the UK have leverage 
because of the holocaust, I always 
make crystal-clear that it is only the 
Zionists that exploit that leverage. Yet 
Shearer fails to provide your readers 
with the latter part of that rationale. 
He also fails to understand that people 
are defined by their oppression and 
Jews are no different from us Scots 
in that regard. Thus one can make 
generalised statements about Jews 
without being anti-Semitic. Leverage 
is conferred upon smaller tribes by the 
bigger tribes for a number of reasons 
and guilt is a powerful motivator on 
this regard. I argue that leverage from 
Zionists is what has led to so many 
UK bodies giving up our freedom of 
speech on Israel so willingly. I note 
that all Jews have leverage, but only 
Zionists use it.

Shearer, like others who scribble 
for your august organ, has never 
bothered to ask the key question - 
one that we must all consider - why 
have so many British politicians 
embraced the IHRA definition? It is 
partly due to Zionist zeal, for sure, but 
we must understand that many in the 
UK believe that anti-Semitism is rife 
and that special measures are needed 
in order to protect Jews - measures 
which are denied to Muslims, gays, 
lesbians, transgender, disabled people, 
etc. Not for these marginalised groups 
do we see a two-page definition full of 
‘possibles’ and ‘maybes’.

No, we in the UK kow-tow to 
special measures because we think 
Jews are more vulnerable than anyone 
else. And that is because they have 
been the most persecuted race in 

human history. I believe they are no 
longer, but I am in the minority and, 
of course, the Israeli government are 
very successful in convincing the 
world that they still are, and that, in 
order to prevent another holocaust, we 
must give them a country exclusively 
for Jews - well, one in which Jews are 
the master race, at least.

And it is this canard of the two-
state solution that we must all rally 
to trash. As long as the two-state 
solution is on the table, we shall 
see what South Africa would have 
been, had it followed the Bantustan 
option. For that is what Gaza and the 
isolated towns of the West Bank will 
become, should the Labour Party, 
the Conservative Party, the Israeli 
government and Palestinian Authority 
have their way. For then we shall see 
an officially sanctioned apartheid 
state, where the right of return for the 
Palestinians will have been confined 
to the dustbin of history. If the Weekly 
Worker could perhaps focus on the 
real issues, the Palestinians would 
be the better-off for it. That Shearer 
sees my politics as eccentric is the 
depressing fact here.

He has not even begun to 
understand that, until we question the 
reasons behind the wholesale adoption 
of the IHRA, we will not be able to get 
those bodies who have adopted it to 
abandon it. And if Mr Shearer had the 
foggiest clue about protest and how 
the Overton window can be shifted, 
he must begin to understand that it 
is only when many speak as one that 
society listens. We must, I believe, all 
become witches for the witch-hunt to 
end. There needs to be a critical mass 
of trade unionists, local Government 
staff, party members, police, students 
and lecturers who are prepared 
to loudly and publicly breach the 
IHRA definition of anti-Semitism 
(whilst not being anti-Semitic in the 
OED sense), on an ongoing basis, 
before the governing bodies of these 
organisations realise they have been 
challenged in a manner whereby their 
persecution of ‘anti-Semites’ must 
exhaust their resources if they are to 
continue their various witch-hunts.

In order to defeat Israel’s scheme 
to undermine the BDS movement, 
we must take back control of the 
language around anti-Semitism. We 
must expose the IHRA definition as 
the fraudulent and politicised vehicle 
that Israel has confected in order to 
maintain its status quo and we can 
only do that by a mass campaign 
of civil disobedience. For no other 
measure will work. And as soon as 
David Shearer and the rest of the 
Weekly Worker scribblers understand 
that, the closer our victory will be. 
Who knows? Maybe even Jewish 
Voice for Labour might join in. Now 
that would be a day to celebrate.
Pete Gregson
Edinburgh

Incorrect
I disagree with Tony Greenstein in 
his article in last week’s paper, where 
he calls for a single Palestinian state 
(‘No longer part of left’, March 
14). By doing so, Tony only pushes 
working class Israelis into the arms 
of rightwing reactionary politicians in 
Israel.

The single Palestinian state idea 
derives from the incorrect position 
of the Socialist Workers Party. To 
win over the Israeli working class 
to a Marxist position it is necessary 
to overcome their fear that Marxists 
want to drive the Israeli working class 
into the sea.

Whilst I am not a member of the 
International Marxist Tendency, I do 
agree with their position regarding 
Israel/Palestine. As I wrote in my 
letter three weeks ago, “What is 
needed is a socialist Palestinian state 
alongside a socialist Israel, as part of 

a socialist federation of the Middle 
East” (February 28).

The key word here being socialist. 
The call for a single capitalist 
Palestinian state, as put forward by 
Tony and the SWP, will get Marxists 
nowhere.
John Smithee
Cambridgeshire

Phenomenal
What is value? According to Arthur 
Bough, value is a property of 
products. ‘Value’ means the same as 
‘labour-time’ (Letters, March 14). He 
argues that labour-time will exist in 
every conceivable society - including 
a communist society. It follows that 
the law of value must also operate 
under communism.

This is a crude version of Smith 
and Ricardo’s theory of value. It has 
little relation to Marx’s. For Marx, 
value is a social relation connecting 
all forms of private labour when 
production is for exchange. Fetishism 
makes the value relation appear to be 
a commensurable property of things.

Value is the form that abstract 
labour takes within a society based on 
generalised commodity production. 
In other words, abstract labour is the 
substance of value. What does this 
mean? It means that, as Marx says, 
human labour-power is “expended 
without regard to the mode of its 
expenditure”. Unlike the concrete 
labour that makes use-values, abstract 
labour is homogenous human labour-
power. Amongst other things, this 
means the expenditure of human 
labour-power is measurable by the 
duration required for a commodity’s 
production. The time necessary for 
the production of a commodity is 
not realised until that commodity is 
exchanged for another. In other words, 
exchange is a necessary condition for 
the realisation of the value created in 
production.

Contra Bough, ‘value’ is not another 
word for ‘labour-time’. The relation 
between the two depends on the 
mediating category of abstract labour. 
Like many of Marx’s categories, it 
has an origin, an evolution, a decline 
and death. Communism signifies the 
death of abstract labour, value, the 
commodity form, money and capital.

Abstract labour came into being 
with the generalisation of the 
commodity form to the expenditure 
of human labour-power itself. Bough 
ridicules this idea by suggesting that 
if the category of value presupposes 
the commodification of labour-power 
then it could not have existed in pre-
capitalist societies. He suggests that 
only an ignorant or stupid person 
would argue that value did not exist 
before capitalism.

If he is asserting that there is 
evidence of the employment of 
hired labour in order to produce 
commodities in the ancient world, 
he is clearly right. Geoffrey de Ste 
Croix provides this in his book The 
class struggle in the ancient Greek 
world. If so, it makes sense to refer 
to the existence of undeveloped value 
relations operating at the economic 
periphery of the ancient world. These 
were based on embryonic forms of 
abstract labour.

However, the point is that, at the 
centre of a slave mode of production, 
the expenditure of human labour-
power on the production of a surplus 
was value-free. Labour-time could be 
measured roughly (slaves in the mines 
of ancient Greece rarely reached 
their 15th birthdays), but there was 
a forcible extraction of a surplus, no 
exchange of capital for labour-power 
and no abstract labour. Where there 
is production for use and not for 
exchange, there is no value created 
and the product of labour is not a 
commodity.

Finally, what is the relationship 
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Optimistic
Last week I mentioned two 

comrades who had donated to 
our March fighting fund. DB had 
made his usual monthly payment 
of £7, while another comrade 
with the same initials - “DB 
number two” - had contributed 
£5, originally by mistake. But that 
provoked a response from the first 
comrade, who has now written: 
“When DB number one donates, 
it’s no mistake” - and to prove it he 
contributed another £30!

Thanks again to both comrades 
- and to all other donors, whatever 
their initials! In particular this 
week, it’s those standing-order 
maestros who’ve come up with the 
goods. Well, yes, it is that time of 
the month - three comrades came 
up with their usual three-figure 
monthly donation and several 
others contributed sums ranging 
from £10 to £75. Thank you, BK, 
TR, MM, TB, KB, PM and SK - 
what would we do without you?

Apart from “DB number one”, 
two other comrades made PayPal 
donations. JP came up with a cool 
£50, while US comrade PM made 
the first of his increased monthly 

payments of £25. Meanwhile 
someone else from beyond these 
shores - AM from Ireland - chipped 
in with a bank transfer of €55. 
Let’s call that £47. And another 
bank transfer - this time in sterling 
- came our way from GB. The 
message that came with his £50 
was a single word: “Donation”.

Well, it’s been a fantastic week 
- no less than £937 was received 
towards our monthly target of 
£1,750. Added to the £697 we 
already had since the beginning of 
March, that’s boosted our running 
total to £1,634. In other words, we 
only need another £116, with over 
a week still to go.

Obviously, I’m optimistic 
- not only about getting there 
(and making up for last month’s 
shortfall too!), but about building 
up a bit extra to meet any future 
deficits later in the year. Feel free 
to chip in! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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London Communist Forum
Sunday March 24, 5pm: Weekly political report from CPGB 
Provisional Central Committee, followed by open discussion and 
reading group: study of August Nimtz’s Lenin’s electoral strategy 
from 1907 to the October Revolution of 1917. This meeting: chapter 2 
(continued): ‘Pravda: a work in progress’.
Calthorpe Arms, 252 Grays Inn Road, London WC1.
Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk and
Labour Party Marxists: www.labourpartymarxists.org.uk.
Radical Anthropology Group
Tuesday March 26, 6.30pm: Series of talks on social and biological 
anthropology, Daryll Forde seminar room, Anthropology Building,
14 Taviton Street, off Gordon Square, London WC1.
This meeting: ‘A Plains Indian myth: when women lost their power’. 
Speaker: Chris Knight.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
http://radicalanthropologygroup.org.
Hands off the left!
Monday March 25, 6.30pm: Public meeting, near Holborn tube, 
London WC2 (register to be sent details). Reinstate Chris Williamson! 
Don’t expel Jackie Walker! Speakers include Ken Livingstone.
Organised by Hands off the Left:
www.facebook.com/events/437553243681634.
Defend Jackie Walker
Tuesday March 26, 9am to 1pm: Solidarity picket, London - venue 
details to follow. Outside her Labour Party disciplinary hearing celebrate 
the courage and resilience that Jackie Walker and so many anti-racists, 
pro-Palestinian activists, ordinary members and those wrongly accused 
and witch-hunted have shown over more than three years.
Organised by Labour Against the Witchhunt:
www.facebook.com/events/307118239945402.
Yemen - the forgotten war
Tuesday March 26, 5.30pm: Protest, Downing Street, London SW1. 
After four years demand an end to the British-backed war, where 
£5 billion of weapons from the UK have been sold to Saudi Arabia and 
56,000 Yemenis have been killed.
Organised by Stop the War Coalition: www.stopwar.org.uk.
With the resistance, against Bolsonaro
Thursday March 28, 6.30pm: Meeting, NEU, Hamilton House, 
Mabledon Place, London WC1. An eye-witness report-back from Brazil. 
Organised by the Brazil Solidarity Initiative:
www.facebook.com/events/2306054482739932.
Defending the union link
Saturday March 30, 11am to 4pm: Meeting, Swarthmore Education 
Centre, 2-7 Woodhouse Square, Leeds LS3. Defending and democratising 
the Labour Party-trade union link. Speakers include Matt Wrack (FBU).
Organised by Labour Representation Committee:
www.facebook.com/LRCofficial.
Keep Honda Swindon open
Saturday March 30, 11am: March and rally, car park, Swindon 
Town FC, County Road, Swindon SN1. Resist Honda’s plan to shut its 
Swindon plant in 2021 with 15,000 local jobs at risk.
Organised by Unite the union: 
www.facebook.com/events/2258617220887948.
Exist! Resist! Return!
Saturday March 30: National day of action, organised by Palestine 
Solidarity Campaign. First anniversary of the Great Return March. 
Demand freedom, justice and equality for Palestinian people. No new 
nakba! End the siege! Defend the right of return!
London - 1pm: Opposite Israeli embassy, Kensington High Street, 
London W8: www.facebook.com/events/421148881781618.
Newcastle - 11.30am: Grey’s Monument, Blackett Street, Newcastle-
upon-Tyne, NE1: www.facebook.com/events/257054025227458.
Carlisle - 1pm: Rally, city centre, Carlisle CA3:
www.facebook.com/events/251043685817788.
Jersey - 11.30am: Liberation Square, St Helier  JE1:
www.facebook.com/events/2247479855540173.
Cardiff - 12 noon: Queen Street, Cardiff CF10:
www.facebook.com/events/333820567249650.
Manchester - 12 noon: Piccadilly Gardens, Manchester M1:
www.facebook.com/events/463166254219978.
Birmingham - 1pm: Outside HSBC, New Street, Birmingham B2:
www.facebook.com/events/462515080952125.
Hitchin - 10am: Market Square, Hitchin SG5:
www.facebook.com/events/1015538905312220.
Oxford - 11.30am: Outside HSBC, Cornmarket, Oxford OX1:
www.facebook.com/events/294681177869984.
Britain is broken - we can’t afford the Tories
Events in People’s Assembly nationwide speaking tour:
Saturday March 30, 1pm: Public meeting, Doncaster Trades Club, 
Frenchgate Centre, Doncaster DN1. Speakers: Chris Williamson MP 
and former Aslef president Tosh McDonald:
www.facebook.com/events/512348032626044.
Wednesday April 3, 7.30pm: Rally, St Peter’s Church, St Peter’s 
Square, Nottingham NG1: 
www.facebook.com/events/827486840939543.
Sunday April 28, 1.30pm: March and rally, Firstsite, Lewis Gardens, 
Colchester CO1: www.facebook.com/events/331469450810068.
Stop arming Saudi, stop bombing Yemen
Tuesday April 2, 7pm: Meeting, The Kitchen, Silver Street, Bristol BS1. 
The Saudi-led war has devastated Yemen and killed tens of thousands of 
people. Ending arms sales to Saudi Arabia is essential and urgent.
Organised by Bristol Stop the War Coalition: 
www.facebook.com/events/601583053654298.
CPGB wills
Remember the CPGB and keep the struggle going. Put our party’s name 
and address, together with the amount you wish to leave, in your will. 
If you need further help, do not hesitate to contact us.

between value and exchange-value? 
Bough attacks Maren Clarke for 
stating that “exchange-value is ... 
the form of appearance of value” 
(Letters, March 7). Bough denies that 
this is what Marx says. If so, what 
did Marx mean when he wrote that 
exchange-value is “the phenomenal 
form of something contained in it, 
yet distinguishable from it” (Capital 
volume 1)? Does Bough not know 
that “phenomenal” refers to a form of 
appearance?
Paul B Smith
Ormskirk

Parliament coup
It is impossible to overstate what 
happened in parliament last week. 
What we witnessed was a coup 
against the will of the people, the 
overturning of a democratic vote 
over Brexit. This is as blatant and 
as dangerous as if a government 
was elected by majority vote, but 
the MPs decided to get together and 
deselect that government before it 
could take office. The implication of 
this development is horrendous. It is 
saying in brief that democracy is too 
good for the people, and we cannot be 
trusted with it. So they - our betters 
and masters - will take the decisions 
for us.

For people ostensibly on the left 
- folk who call themselves socialists, 
communists and even (God help us) 
anarchists - who are cheering to the 
rafters the most dangerous act of 
anti-democratic politics since the 
franchise, I have to say, ‘You have 
seriously lost the plot.’ How can 
people - whose base principle is 
supposed to be that the people, en 
masse and at large, should govern 
themselves and make their own 
decisions - welcome that principle 
being crudely overturned? They have 
decided that the European Union 
is such a progressive institution - 
against all the facts of its structure and 
role and super-capitalist motivation - 
that defending it against the majority 
votes and views of the people takes 
all political precedence.

I used to hear similar arguments 
about the so called ‘workers’ 
states’. Those, although not perfect, 
bureaucratic outposts of party rule 
were nonetheless ‘progressive’. 
Despite the despicable things they 
did and the effective dictatorship 
over the working class, they must 
be ‘defended’ - even when their 
tanks rolled in to crush rebellions of 
workers. With even far less paper-
thin justification, I hear my erstwhile 
‘comrades’ on the left defending the 
EU, with its unelected commission, 
which takes all serious policy 
decisions, and the International 
Monetary Fund and World Bank, 
which set its every agenda. You 
people really need to take a cool, long 
look at the camp you are standing in.

Behind this thinking is the 
rotten cancer which has corrupted 
every attempt at creating a people’s 
democracy and genuine socialism. 
It caused the democratic workers’ 
committees and councils of the 
soviets in revolutionary USSR to be 
deconstructed and destroyed - by a 
party leadership which decided that 
workers were not suited to make their 
own direct decisions; that the party 
of ‘special people’, who understood 
things the masses didn’t, would make 
all the decisions on their behalf. That 
working people are too thick, racist, 
xenophobic or uninformed to be 
allowed to decide serious political 
matters; that a special political class of 
liberal, self-designated intellectuals, 
born to know better and rule over us, 
will decide what’s good for us and 
make the decisions on our behalf.

Well, we beg to differ, Labour 
has shot its bolt now, especially in 
the traditional working class regions 
which voted heavily to leave. 
Working class folk in these regions 
will never vote Tory, but are unlikely 

now to turn out to cast their votes for a 
party which has just ignored them on 
the question of the EU. Perhaps our 
betters and masters think we are so 
loyal to them because of class instincts 
that they can piss up our backs and 
we will still tip a reverential forelock 
to them. I hope people in the 6 out of 
10 Labour-voting areas which voted 
‘leave’ will now abstain from voting 
for the MPs who have treated them 
with such gross contempt.

I am reminded that the bulk of 
this political class are the self-same 
individuals who berated the National 
Union of Mineworkers for not holding 
an individual ballot before the launch 
of the 1984-85 strike, and that many 
of our self-declared left leaders also 
ballot-mongered us, as that sacred 
principle is apparently embodied. 
Now here we have a nationwide 
secret ballot, the result of which they 
don’t like, so they simply ignore it 
and hold in complete contempt all 
those millions who voted ‘the wrong 
way’.

I never ever held any faith that 
parliament could ever usher in 
fundamental changes in the balance 
of class power in the first place, but 
what happened last week is certainly a 
reactionary and dangerous step in the 
wrong direction. I tend to think that, 
had this happened in almost any other 
country in the world, there would be 
riots in the street, and a couple of 
MPs hanging off the equivalent of 
Westminster Bridge.

They think they have got away 
with it, but they are clearly unaware 
of the real anger, which is ‘out there’ 
and especially in the north. The 
next general election may yet be the 
riposte workers deliver in these areas. 
If it happens, it will be well deserved.
David Douglass
South Shields

Alienation
Last week’s manifestation of 
aberrational bitterness, anger and 
resentment - linked to profound 
personal inadequacies - was, of 
course, an outrage beyond description. 
However, the other significant truth 
immediately to glower out from those 
events in Christchurch, New Zealand, 
is how the elites of capitalist society 
have nothing of any real value to offer 

as a ‘counterbalance’ - nothing either 
by way of genuine comprehension or 
meaningful guidance in circumstances 
such as this. The only thing on offer is 
impotent and empty sentimentality - 
where purely emotional responses are 
not only 100% diversionary, but also 
highly dangerous.

The actions of the alleged 
perpetrator - as is almost always 
the case with atrocities such as this 
(whether of a white supremacist or 
Islamist-style origin) - is a youngish 
male. Whilst anything and everything 
to do with human behaviour is never 
simple (to say the least), the alleged 
actions of this individual most 
probably stem from deep-rooted 
isolation in life - alienation - as well 
as from an ignorance fostered by the 
poisonously hyper-individualistic, 
predominantly self-serving and 
thereby hugely insular nature of 
capitalist society.

Oh, for that long-gone 
era before the dominance of 
industrialisation and its associated 
urbanisation, when life primarily 
was a community affair - as such 
communistic. Oh, for those long-
ago days when religion was merely 
the “opium of the people”, rather 
than the grand-scale diversion is 
represents here and now in modern 
times. Any and all religious or 
race-based superstitions provide 
a heaven-sent smokescreen for 
‘globalised fascism by proxy’ - 
the imperialist atrocities ordinary 
working citizens find themselves 
assaulted by all around the world.

Our capitalist nation-states are 
the perpetrators of terrorism in 
its categorically most gross form 
- atrocities of many kinds and 
permutations, as inflicted upon the 
poor and disenfranchised in their own 
lands, countryside and homes. They 
do so almost unhindered and virtually 
unchallenged.

Strange as it may sound, if the 
alleged perpetrator of the Christchurch 
atrocity had grown up in surroundings 
that included a visible, dynamic and 
thus attractive Communist Party, he 
may well have been saved from that 
dreadful fate of his - from his destiny 
under capitalism.
Bruno Kretzschmar
email

Hands off the left!
Reinstate Chris Williamson!  
Don’t expel Jackie Walker!

Monday March 25, 6.30pm:  
Public meeting, near Holborn tube, London WC2

Speakers:
 Ken Livingstone
 Jackie Walker
 Graham Bash 

This meeting is a response to the attacks against those on the left who 
have supported the Corbyn revolution in the Labour Party. We are Jewish 

and non-Jewish. We are black and we are white and we will not stand 
silent any more! Come along to discuss how we can move forward in this 

struggle.

This meeting takes place on the eve of Jackie Walker’s Labour Party 
expulsion hearing - come along and get briefed on what’s going on. 
Details of the hearing are here, but there will be more, much more to 

come: https://www.facebook.com/events/307118239945402/

Details of the precise venue will be published nearer the date. We reserve 
the right to refuse admission and there will be professional security 
guards. Chaired by Tina Werkmann, Labour Against the Witchhunt.
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Maggots, Marxists and Muslims
Like Anders Breivik, the Christchurch killer has a programmatic world view. Eddie Ford looks at the 
fascistic idealism of Brenton Tarrant

Last week saw the deadliest mass 
shooting in modern New Zealand 
history, with two consecutive 

attacks during Friday prayers at the 
Al Noor Mosque and the Linwood 
Islamic Centre in Christchurch. Fifty 
people were left dead and 50 more 
were injured, two of whom are in a 
critical condition.

The first attack was live-streamed 
for 17 minutes on Facebook - 
apparently it began by showing 
the mass killer listening to a song 
idolising Radovan Karadžić, who 
in 2016 was jailed for “genocide” 
and “war crimes” against Bosnian 
Muslims. The original live video was 
viewed 4,000 times before it was 
removed, but by then a copy had been 
placed on the alt-right file-sharing 
site, ‘8chan’. In a vain and arguably 
pointless attempt to stop the video 
going viral, Facebook removed it 
and within 24 hours had blocked 1.2 
million copies at the point of upload 
and deleted another 300,000.

We quickly learnt that the killer 
was a 28-year-old Australian, Brenton 
Harrison Tarrant - a member of a 
local gun club. The attack seemed 
to have been planned for two years 
and, although New Zealand was 
not the original choice of location, 
it seems Christchurch was selected 
by Tarrant three months in advance. 
Around 2012 he had started visiting 
many countries in Asia and Europe, 
becoming especially “entranced” - 
or obsessed - with battle sites in the 
Balkans involving various Christian 
states and the Ottoman empire, and 
touring Croatia, Bulgaria, Hungary, 
Turkey and Bosnia between 2016 
and 2018. Interestingly, on social 
media he has posted a slew of Balkan 
nationalist material - decrying 
Nato intervention in Kosovo after 
a campaign of ethnic cleansing by 
Serbian forces, both regular and 
irregular, and arguing that “Christian 
Europeans” in the 1990s were merely 
“attempting to remove these Islamic 
occupiers from Europe”.

Indeed, Tarrant’s clothing and 
guns were adorned with symbols 
evoking the supposed Islamic threat 
past and present. On one of his 
semi-automatic rifles he had written 
“kebab remover” in white paint, an 
8chan or alt-right term for getting 
rid of Bosnian Muslims. There were 
also painted references to Sebastiano 
Venier - an Italian admiral who went 
to war with the Turks in the 16th 
century - and also a nod to Charles 
Martel, who rightly or wrongly is 
hailed by various white supremacists 
for defeating an invading Muslim 
force at the Battle of Tours in 732. 
There were other allusions to Luca 
Traini, an Italian rightwing terrorist 
who opened fire on a group of 
African migrants last year, while 
another rifle had “14” painted 
prominently on it. This refers to a 
white supremacist slogan coined by 
David Lane, who died in prison and 
was the leader of ‘The Order’, an 
American neo-Nazi terrorist group 
active in the 1980s. The term reflects 
the view that, unless immediate 
action is taken, the white race is 
doomed to extinction by an alleged 
“rising tide of colour” controlled and 
manipulated by Jews.

Tarrant also used the ‘black sun’ 
symbol on his ammunition bag - 
something associated with Nazi 
Germany and more recent neo-
Nazism. In particular Vanguard 
America emblazoned its shields 
with the symbol at the ugly ‘Unite 
the Right’ rally two years ago in 

Charlottesville, Virginia. At this event 
a fascist deliberately rammed his car 
into a crowd of counter-protestors, 
killing one person and injuring nearly 
40 others.

Knee-jerk
Inevitably, a great deal of nonsense 
has been spouted about Tarrant 
and the shootings. Many have 
lamented about New Zealand’s 
loss of “innocence” - tell that to the 
Maoris who suffered systematic 
discrimination for decades, with 
‘quiet’ racism a reality despite official 
claims of tolerance and harmony. Not 
everything is perfect in the apparently 
idyllic, leafy suburbs and cities of 
that country.

Then we had the knee-jerk 
reaction to reforming the gun laws, 
specifically in regard to the legality of 
semi-automatic weapons. At a press 
conference, prime minister Jacinda 
Ardern indicated that details of the 
proposed legislation will be given 
by March 25, yet it is hard to see 
how tighter gun laws would stop an 
obviously determined individual like 
Tarrant from acquiring firearms. But, 
as we have seen in the United States, 
liberal opinion is obsessed by the idea 
of gun controls - falsely believing, it 
seems, that weapons cause violence, 
not societal conditions. Ardern also 
said that she had contacted Theresa 
May about taking “global action” 
against the failure of Facebook to 
prevent the attack being livestreamed. 
Once again, it is hard to see what good 
that would do - or, for that matter, 
how it would be practically possible.

Then there was Ardern’s slightly 
weird declaration that she would 
never mention Tarrant’s name in 
public, on the grounds that he had 
sought notoriety above all other 
things. Rather, Tarrant was simply 
a “terrorist”, “criminal” and an 
“extremist” - and so shall be “be 
nameless” when Ardern speaks. 
Maybe the Christchurch killer will 
disappear if we do not utter his name. 
This is not a very rational or helpful 
approach - it is reminiscent of John 
Major’s stupid comment in 1993, 
imploring us to “condemn a little 
more and understand a little less”, 
when it came to crime. Ignorance is 
best. Surely we need to understand 
what motivated Brenton Tarrant to 
commit such a hideous atrocity.

Not everyone seems to agree 
though. Before the shootings, Tarrant 
posted a 74-page manifesto online - 
also emailing a copy to Ardern just 
minutes before the attack (it gave 
no details about any attack). But 
mainstream liberal opinion, ranging 

from the BBC to the Financial Times, 
has bemoaned the fact that it was 
circulated, calling upon social media 
sites and others to remove all traces 
of it. This is not a rational approach 
either, the implication being that 
reading its words will turn you into a 
supporter of mass murder or fascism 
(in the same way that some, including 
the Socialist Workers Party, appear to 
think that Hitler’s Mein Kampf is so 
saturated with supernatural evil that 
reading it will get you hoping for a 
new holocaust.

 Communists have a totally 
different perspective, defending free 
speech and the open circulation of 
ideas - what is there to be afraid of? 
The Christchurch killer has at least 
done us a favour by providing a sketch 
of his world view, making it easier 
to understand his warped thinking - 
and those who think like him, such 
as Anders “narcissistic personality 
disorder” Breivik, who on July 22 
2011 killed 77 people, including 
69 at a Workers’ Youth League 
summer camp on the Norwegian 
island of Utøya. As our readers will 
doubtlessly recall, he issued a 1,518-
page compendium or manifesto 
titled 2083: a European declaration 
of independence, which in many 
respects was a tirade against “cultural 
Marxism” and all related ills. This 
was emailed to 1,003 addresses about 
90 minutes before the attacks began. 
Perhaps ironically, his manifesto, 
unlike Tarrant’s, is easily available - 
just go to his Wikipedia page. Perhaps 
size is everything after all.

Great replacement
Now it cannot be denied that Tarrant’s 
‘manifesto’, called The great 
replacement: towards a new society, 
is rather rambling - it is incoherent, 
disjointed and historically and 
politically ill-informed. Nevertheless, 
it performs the valuable function of 
reminding you that he is not just an 
isolated individual (or ‘lone wolf’) 
who carried out a heinous act, but 
someone who shares a particular, if 
contradictory, far-right world view.

Revealingly, the black sun 
symbol on the front page of 
Tarrant’s manifesto is surrounded 
by slogans, some of which might 
initially sound surprising - “anti-
imperialism”, “environmentalism”, 
“workers’ rights” - as well as 
“responsible markets”, “addiction-
free community”, “law and order”, 
“ethnic autonomy”, and “protection 
of heritage and culture”. The ‘great 
replacement’ is, of course, a reference 
to the conspiracy theory that the 
white Christian European population 

is being systematically replaced with 
non-European people through mass 
migration and demographic growth. 
Needless to say, this notion associates 
the presence of Muslims with 
the potential destruction of white 
European culture and civilisation.

The idea of the ‘great replacement’ 
can be traced back to the 1973 novel 
by Jean Raspal, Le camp des saints 
- which fearfully depicts the collapse 
of western culture owing to an 
overwhelming “tidal wave” of third-
world migration. A logical variant of 
this idea, obviously subscribed to by 
Tarrant, is the white genocide theory 
first fully developed by David Lane 
around 1995 - mass immigration, 
racial integration, miscegenation, low 
fertility rates, abortion, governmental 
land-confiscation from whites in 
countries like Zimbabwe, and so on, 
are undertaken to remove or liquidate 
the white population.

Tarrant calls himself an “eco-
fascist” and “ethno-nationalist”, 
writing that Sir Oswald Mosley is 
“the person from history closest 
to my own beliefs”. On the other 
hand, he does not think much of the 
Front National, describing them as a 
“party of milquetoast civic nationalist 
boomers, completely incapable of 
creating real change and with no 
actual viable plan to save their nation”. 
Perhaps contradictorily, he admires 
the People’s Republic of China, as 
it is a strong and authoritarian state 
“with the closest political and social 
values to my own”: it is very firm on 
law and order and is very tough on 
crime (the death penalty, etc).

Yes, as widely reported - 
sometimes too dramatically - he is 
a supporter of Donald Trump as a 
“symbol of renewed white identity 
and common purpose”. But, he quips, 
not as a policymaker and leader - 
“dear God, no”. Unsurprisingly, he 
also supports Brexit, which, Tarrant 
agues, represents “the British people 
firing back at mass immigration, 
cultural displacement and globalism 
- and that’s a great and wonderful 
thing”. It goes without saying that 
he takes “true inspiration” from the 
“knight justiciar”, Anders Breivik - he 
had received from him a “blessing for 
my mission” during a “brief contact” 
with his hero.

Elsewhere, Tarrant roams far and 
wide in his unfocused imagination. 
There are numerous references to the 
religious wars of the Middle Ages, 
such as the Crusades - which were 
an entirely sensible exercise in his 
opinion - and another hero of his, 
Pope Urban II, who urged Christians 
to go to war against Muslims in 1095. 

Looking at the state of the world, 
Tarrant writes: “Ask yourself, what 
would Pope Urban II do?” Answering 
his own question, the document states 
that he targeted Muslims as a form 
of “revenge against Islam for 1,300 
years of war and devastation that it 
has brought upon the people of the 
west and other peoples of the world”.

Predictably, the document 
is peppered Breivik-style with 
vitriolic denunciations of “antifa” 
and Marxists, real or imaginary. 
With regards to the latter, he bluntly 
states: “I do not want to convert 
you, I do not want to come to an 
understanding” - as “egalitarians and 
those that believe in hierarchy will 
never come to terms”. True enough, 
you might think. Rather, “I want 
you in my sights. I want your neck 
under my boot” - therefore “see you 
on the streets, you anti-white scum”. 
More generally, Tarrant believes that 
“democracy is mob rule and the mob 
itself is ruled by our own enemies” - 
which for him means meaning that 
“the global and corporate-run press 
controls them, the education system 
(long since fallen to the long march 
through the institutions committed 
by the Marxists) controls them, the 
state (long since heavily lost to its 
corporate backers) controls them 
and the anti-white media machine 
controls them”.

He writes that maggots, Muslims 
and Marxists “are nothing to me 
but just another target” - he intends 
to “wipe you the fuck out with 
precision, the likes of which has 
never been seen before on this Earth, 
mark my fucking words”. Tarrant 
also argues interestingly that the way 
to stop mass migration is through 
unionisation, automation, and the 
minimum wage - his fascist politics 
having an anti-capitalist edge right 
from the very first page.

Overall, Brenton Tarrant’s abiding 
obsession - apart from Muslims and 
Marxists - seems to be population 
numbers, in the style of Paul R 
Ehrlich’s 1968 work The population 
bomb. In this famous - or infamous 
- book, Ehrlich warned of mass 
starvation in the 1970s and 1980s 
due to overpopulation, as well as 
other major social upheavals, and 
urged immediate action to limit 
population growth. In other words, 
it was essentially a restatement of 
Malthusian theory - much mocked 
by Karl Marx, of course. If you are 
Brenton Tarrant, this translates as 
countries like Australia and New 
Zealand being under siege and 
subject to invasion. It does not occur 
to him that Europeans have done 
their fair share of invading. In fact, 
the ‘manifesto’ of the young and 
angry Tarrant is ultimately is based 
on a very old-fashioned view of 
Christendom - which he essentially 
equates with Europe.

The appalling killings in 
Christchurch were clearly a political 
act, even if his manifesto is crazy 
in places. Hence, in that sense, his 
document - garbled and disconnected 
as it is - represents the sort of outlook 
that, in the absence of the kind of 
Marxist political organisation that 
Tarrant would abhor, is gaining 
strength. Indeed, what comes over 
is that Brenton Tarrant is an idealist 
(no matter how horribly misdirected) 
who wants something better for his 
people - defined exclusively and 
murderously as white and European 
in origin l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk
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Foul residue of colonialism
Rex Dunn examines how the culture and politics of New Zealand and Australia contributed to the 
Christchurch massacre 

During the cold war, Neville 
Shute wrote a novel called On 
the beach, which portrayed 

Australia and New Zealand as the last 
safe refuge for humanity following 
a nuclear war. Back in the day, not 
only did this popular novel create 
an immediate myth: it has somehow 
endured - despite the fact that, for 
instance, the rivers and lakes of 
New Zealand have become very 
polluted, as a result of the overuse of 
fertilisers by the agribusiness. Last 
year the tourist industry also took a 
knock when a young English girl was 
murdered by a local man.

On the very day of the March 
15 massacre in two Christchurch 
mosques, my sister in New Zealand 
told me that she had met an English 
tourist in the supermarket, who told 
her that NZ is such a safe place for 
a holiday and that she was relieved 
to get away from Britain, which is 
reeling from the rise in knife crime 
(no mention of Brexit!). My sister 
replied: “But we have that here too!” 
Then came news of the massacre! So 
finally the Neville Shute myth has 
been blown away by a hail of bullets, 
which left 50 people dead and a 
similar number wounded.

In a country of less than five 
million people, there were more 
people murdered at one time than 
recent massacres in the United States. 
The assassin came from Australia 
and both there and in New Zealand 
(especially in the South Island, where 
the majority of the population are 
‘pakehas’ or whites) there is a well-
established far-right movement, 
which thrives on racism and anti-
communism, (no doubt linked to 
anti-Semitism as well). How was it 
possible for someone to assemble 
such a deadly arsenal of weapons 
without raising the alarm? Once again 
the security services had their eyes off 
the ball. Yet in New Zealand as well 
as Australia they are well-funded: 

they have at their disposal the latest 
hi-tech equipment, commensurate 
with the requirements of any modern 
’surveillance state’.

The problem is that they were 
looking only in one direction, in the 
belief that the main threat comes from 
Islamic extremism. Of course, such a 
threat cannot be ignored. There have 
been a number of attacks in Australia 
from this quarter in recent years. 
The latter are the bastard children of 
imperialism (some of whom are home-
grown, as they are in other countries 
(eg, Britain). After all, imperialism 
and its allies encouraged the rise of 
Islamic extremism, dating back to US 
support for al Qa’eda and bin Laden. 
In the 1980s this played a major role 
in the overthrow of the Soviet-backed 
secular regime in Afghanistan. 
The Israelis also pursued the same 
strategy by promoting Hamas in the 
Gaza Strip, in order to erode support 
for the secular Al Fatah movement 
for the liberation of Palestine. Then 
came 9/11, a new war in Afghanistan, 
followed by the invasion of Iraq, and 
so on.

Settler
The Australian far-right movement 
has its antecedents in a colonial settler 
policy during the 19th century, which 
led to the racist treatment of Aboriginal 
people (resulting in the extermination 
of the entire native population of 
Tasmania). That said, things did 
develop somewhat differently in New 
Zealand. The Maori were defeated, 
but not exterminated. They simply 
languished at the bottom of society. 
For years they absorbed white 
racism. They were discriminated 
against and were the butt of racists 
jokes (such as ‘Maori PT’ - an epithet 
for anyone who is lazy). But in the 
1970s, the Maori began to organise 
themselves along nationalist lines 
- there were land occupations in 
Auckland. Therefore by 1984, in the 

face of rising Maori unrest, the newly 
elected Lange Labour Government 
did a mea culpa. From the 1980s 
onwards successive governments 
began paying out billions of dollars 
to Maori by way of compensation 
for the confiscation of their land, as a 
result of the colonial wars in the 19th 
century.

But this money was given to 
the tribal leaders, who invested 
it in lucrative enterprises, such 
as casinos - it has not benefited 
ordinary Maori, who, along with 
Pacific island immigrants from 
New Zealand’s colonies, continue 
to be among the most disadvantaged 
sections of society. (Many of them 
cannot afford homes, so they live 
in disused garages, and so on - 
and the current Labour coalition 
government has made little or no 
difference.) On the other hand, this 
settlement, along with the claims 
of some Maori leaders that their 
customs and traditions supersede 
those of the crown (eg, tribal 
ownership of the foreshore and 
seabed), served to antagonise many 
poor white workers, especially in 
the South Island - another example 
of the ‘left behind’ syndrome. These 
sentiments are so strong, they take 
the form of jokes about the South 
Island being the ‘mainland’ - as well 
as the more serious demand that the 
South Island should secede from 
New Zealand! (I have met working 
class South Islanders who hate 
North Islanders, such as myself.)

The process of political and social 
disintegration is everywhere. These 
are the ‘fruits’ of a turn towards 
neoliberalism in ‘god’s own country’: 
ie, the free market, which has led to 
rising inequality - along with identity 
politics, which self-evidently is no 
solution. Today all things Maori are 
marketed as a brand: eg, as part of 
the tourist industry. Whilst this is 
generally well received, it also fuels 

racial hatred in some quarters.

Racism
Turning to Australia (whilst recognising 
that NZ is not immune from what 
follows), far-right sympathies date 
back to the Chinese revolution and 
the Korean war. In the 1950s and 
60s, fears about a ‘yellow peril’ were 
cultivated and used in support of a 
‘White Australia’ racist immigration 
policy. (Given its limited resources, 
NZ did not have the same demand for 
immigrants as Australia. Therefore 
it needed fewer immigrants; hence a 
general bias towards white immigrants 
was not so blatant.) It also came in 
handy as a defence for US intervention 
in south-east Asia. In line with the 
‘domino effect’, the ‘red peril’ had to be 
stopped: otherwise Australasia would 
be overrun by the communist hordes, 
who happened to be yellow.

Today, the ideas of the far right 
have moved on, but are just as deeply 
embedded within mainstream politics 
- particularly in Australia. So it is not 
surprising that they have found an echo 
within the most backward sections of 
the working class in both countries. 
Today these ideas are inflamed by 
the worldwide refugee crisis, as a 
consequence of imperialism’s wars 
in Afghanistan and the Middle East. 
This has led to a huge refugee problem 
in the South Pacific, as well as in the 
Mediterranean. Writing for The Nation, 
Antony Loewenstein commented: 
“In an age of refugee demonisation, 
Australia was well ahead of the curve.”1 
In 2017, Malcolm Turnbull - then 
prime minister of Australia - pleaded 
with Donald Trump to honour an 
agreement struck with Barack Obama, 
whereby the US would take up to 1,250 
refugees (only a small proportion of 
the total), who have been imprisoned 
by Australia for years on Manus island 
in Papua New Guinea. In exchange 
Australia would accept some refugees 
from Central America. Trump could 

not understand why Australia was not 
willing to take refugees from places 
like Manus and Nauru Island, and 
Turnbull explained: “To stop people 
smugglers, we had to deprive them 
of the product.” Trump responded 
by saying, “That’s a good idea. We 
should do that too.” Western leaders 
have not only expressed admiration for 
Australia’s draconian refugee policies, 
but have initiated ways to implement 
them in their own states.

Immediately after the March 15 
massacre, Fraser Anning, a senator 
for Queensland, put the blame on the 
Muslims themselves: “The real cause 
of bloodshed on NZ streets today is 
the immigration programme, which 
allowed Muslim fanatics to migrate to 
NZ in the first place,” he said. In 2016, 
Anning was elected as one of two 
‘One Nation’ senators for Queensland. 
The One Nation party is led by 
Pauline Hanson, a long-time racist 
and well-known rightwing Australian 
politician. But Anning has now split 
with Hanson, because her party is not 
rightwing enough! In 2018 he joined 
another rightwing group, which this 
year formed the Conservative National 
Party of Australia.

In his maiden speech, Anning 
made a reference to the Nazis’ 
‘final solution’; he also called for a 
plebiscite to reintroduce religious 
discrimination in immigration policy 
- especially in regard to Muslims. He 
is in favour of the right of civilians to 
own firearms; opposed to same-sex 
marriage, transgender and abortion 
rights. Anning is too extreme for 
Hanson, who said his comments were 
“straight from Goebbels’ handbook”.2

Such is the unsavoury background 
to the appalling massacre which has 
just occurred in ‘God’s own country’ l

BACKGROUND

Notes
1. www.thenation.com/article/australias-brutal-
refugee-policy-inspiring-far-right-eu-beyond.
2. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fraser_Anning.

Australia’s far right
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Reactionary and dangerous
Mike Macnair condemns Sajid Javid’s cheap grandstanding and critiques proposals to ‘modernise’ treason law

Home secretary Sajid Javid 
showed what he thought of 
the brief media furore round 

the death of Shamima Begum’s baby, 
when he said on Monday March 11, 
in reply to a parliamentary question 
from Diane Abbott in her role as 
shadow home secretary, that Begum 
was “the only person responsible for 
the death of that child”. Begum had, 
of course, gone to Syria as a 15-year-
old to join Islamic State and was 
subsequently deprived of her British 
citizenship by Javid. In the same 
session, he “suggested he would 
review and ‘modernise’ treason laws 
that determine maximum sentences 
for convicted terrorist fighters.”1

Javid’s decision to deprive her, as 
well as two other ‘jihadi brides’, of 
citizenship is pure grandstanding for 
the benefit of the Tory ranks (where 
it has gone down well).2 Other (male) 
British ‘foreign fighters’, less in the 
eye of the media, have been quietly 
allowed to return. It is quite likely 
that the Begum and other cases will 
not actually pass judicial review, 
since her supposed alternative 
Bangladeshi citizenship is severely 
questionable, and the UK is subject to 
international obligations not to make 
people stateless. Even if Begum’s 
case passes, there are many others 
for whom such arguments would be 
hopeless.

In addition, for once Donald Trump 
made some sense when he said that 
the UK and other countries of origin 
should take back and deal with jihadists 
who went to the ‘caliphate’ from here.3 
What gives the Brits the right to dump 
terrorists born, bred and radicalised 
in the UK onto other countries? Like 
demanding the right to export toxic 
waste manufactured here …

Javid’s other proposal - to 
“modernise” the law of treason, 
allegedly for the purpose of dealing 
with such cases - is a more serious 
threat. The idea that it is necessary - or 
would help - to deal with the cases of 
IS fighters and brides is rubbish. The 
obstacle to public prosecution of IS 
supporters is neither the antiquity nor 
the obscurity of the law: it is the risk 
of political embarrassment from the 
disclosures that might result from a 
trial.

What is actually involved in 
‘modernising’ treason law can 
be seen from the arguments and 
proposals offered by the rightwing 
Policy Exchange think-tank in its 
2018 pamphlet Aiding the enemy by 
Oxford academic lawyer Richard 
Ekins, ex-soldier barrister Patrick 
Hennessy, Labour MP Khalid 
Mahmood and ex-soldier Tory MP 
Tom Tugendhat. Their idea is, first, 
to relegitimise treason prosecutions 
(last used in 1945) by ‘modernising’ 
part of the act of 13524; second, to 
do so in such a way as to entrench 
nationalism and define treason as 
violation of a duty to the nation, 
rather than to the state; and, third, at 
the same time, to extend the offence 
massively, so as to criminalise, for 
example, ‘legitimising’ ‘attacks’ - 
which are to be defined as including 
hacking and disinformation (Russian 
disinformation, that is, not British 
disinformation …).

The proposals to ‘modernise’ 
treason are, in short, part of the drift 
away from liberalism and towards 
nationalism and authoritarianism, 
which is also expressed as Brexit, 
Trumpism, Hindutva, Polish Law 
and Justice, the Hungarian Orbán 
regime, Putinism ...

In what follows I will be arguing 
that IS militants could perfectly 
well be convicted under the existing 

law; and that the ‘modernisations’ 
proposed by Policy Exchange are 
specifically ‘spun’ to be nationalistic 
and over-broad.

Before making that argument, 
however, I will discuss briefly what I 
think communists’ attitude to treason 
laws in general should be. The 
argument about treason ‘reforms’ 
will proceed on the basis that we 
are not on the verge of a struggle 
for power; and that we are therefore 
forced to respond to proposals from 
the pro-capitalist parties, from think 
tanks, and so on, for ‘reforms’. We 
respond from the point of view of 
the interests of the working class in 
its struggle for political democracy 
and for its own right to organise 
independently of the existing state. 
I will say something about the 
question of treason laws in general 
before starting on the real existent 
law and the reform proposals.

I should emphasise more than 
usually - because this is a topic very 
much linked to the question of what 
‘revolutionary politics’ means - that 
what I have to say in this article is my 
own view, not that of the CPGB.

I leave on one side, intentionally, 
the ideas of those on the left who 
have argued that we should support 
the victory of IS or similar formations 
as ‘the resistance’ to imperialism in 
the Middle East. I have written about 
this issue in the past on more than 
one occasion and do not have space 
or time now to do so again. I merely 
draw attention to the fact that when 
the ‘brides of IS’ hit the headlines 
four years ago, I pointed out that IS 
did not represent a viable strategy to 
fight US imperialism in the Middle 
East, but was, on the contrary, an 
agency of US imperialism’s policy 
of spreading death and destruction 
through the region in order to block 
any political order which might 
possibly act independently of itself.5

State, revolution
A state is a special organisation in 
a territory which exercises coercive 
power over the inhabitants of that 

territory - at a minimum, to extract 
taxes from them; usually also to 
make and/or enforce laws and the 
judgments of courts. That is, Lenin’s 
“special bodies of armed men”.6 Of 
course, states usually do much more 
than this; but without the coercive 
power, and hence the ability to extract 
taxes and enforce laws in a territory, 
they can do nothing. The state is a 
special organisation - which means 
that it has to have a particular form, a 
constitutional order and an ideology 
which makes the armed groups more 
than groups of bandits.

All states therefore necessarily 
have rules covering the core fields of 
what, in English, we call treason: that 
is, prohibiting support for the state’s 
enemies in war, and prohibiting 
any attempt to overthrow the 
constitutional order by force.7

A Communist Party is a 
revolutionary party. That does 
not mean that we are necessarily 
advocates of ‘direct action’ of one 
sort or another, as much of the far 
left would have it. What it means 
is that we are advocates of the 
overthrow of this constitutional 
order and replacing the current 
state, answerable to the capitalists, 
with a new state, answerable to the 
working class. In that sense, we are, 
unavoidably, potentially liable to be 
attacked as a treasonable project.

It is, to some extent, an answer to 
this idea to argue, as Karl Kautsky 
did in 1893,

Social democracy is a 
revolutionary, but not a revolution-
making, party. We know that 
our aims can only be achieved 
through a revolution; but we also 
know that it is just as little in our 
power to make a revolution as it 
is in our adversary’s to prevent it.8

The point is simple: no amount of left 
ingenuity and agitation will cause the 
state to fall into crisis. It will fall 
into crisis on its own, through the 
decay of the capitalist world order. 
The workers’ movement needs to 

be there, offering a real, alternative 
political order, when it does so.

That said, to state that we stand for 
the overthrow of this constitutional 
order, even in Kautsky’s sense, has 
implications which mean that we 
cannot rule out at some point in 
the future carrying out what might 
be seen as treason. The English 
parliamentary opposition in 1639-41 
negotiated with the Scots, who had 
invaded northern England, to keep 
up their invasion, in order to force 
Charles I to summon parliament 
against his will. The parliament then 
fought a full-dress war against the 
king in 1642-48, put him on trial and 
executed him in 1649. When Charles 
II was restored in 1660, those 
who had signed Charles I’s death-
warrant were executed for treason. 
Nonetheless, the opposition in 1688 
invited the Stadtholder William of 
Orange to mount a full-scale Dutch 
invasion of England.

An early modern English 
author commented (on the basis of 
England’s late medieval experience) 
that “Treason doth never prosper; 
what’s the reason? Why, if it prosper, 
none dare call it treason.”

The point here is that we cannot 
be state loyalists. If the workers’ 
movement commits itself to loyalism 
towards the existing state order, we 
will be unable to offer an alternative 
when the state does fall into crisis, 
and the alternative - unavoidably 
required by crisis - will then be 
offered by someone else, as, for 
example, the loyalty of German 
social democracy to the Weimar 
constitution let in Hitler (there are 
several other examples).

Does this imply that communists 
should advocate the complete 
abolition of treason (or equivalent) 
laws? No. We are not anarchists 
and do not believe in the immediate 
abolition of the state, but rather 
in its withering away. ‘Withering 
away’ will happen through the 
return of the public power from 
the “special bodies of armed men” 
to the public as a whole - by way 

of overcoming the permanent 
‘specialisation of function’ under 
which some people are permanent 
state officials, others permanent 
non-officials. Term limits on public 
and elected officials, universal 
military training and service, 
generalised trial by jury: all these 
(and other forms) are both means 
of subordinating a state - still a 
state - to the working class, and also 
means by which, as working class 
rule evolves towards communism, 
the state as such evolves into mere 
generalised public power.

But a workers’ state will still be a 
state, and will still require the power 
to coerce. If the state does not coerce 
the capitalist minority, that minority 
will coerce the workers; capitalists 
have used non-state organised gangs 
to coerce the workers before now and 
will certainly do so again. It follows 
that a workers’ state will still need to 
characterise as crimes both betrayals 
to enemy states and organisations, 
and efforts to usurp power from 
itself.9

Communists have to reject loyalty 
to this existing state. It does not 
deserve our loyalty and our long-
term aim is to overthrow it. But that 
does not mean that we advocate 
immediate attempts to overthrow the 
state by force (like, in the past, those 
of the German Rote Armee Fraktion 
or Italian Brigate Rosse). Nor does 
it mean that we reject loyalty to any 
state.

It follows that it makes no sense 
for us to campaign for the total 
abolition of any treason law. That 
would be merely campaigning for 
the present abolition of the state. If 
the state was not abolished, the core 
of treason would still be necessary 
- and hence ‘treason’ would just be 
rebranded as something else (and 
probably broadened to catch more 
forms of dissent: a common current 
version is “terrorism”).

What we need to do, then, is 
to defend the idea that the law of 
‘treason’ and related rules should 
draw a line between, on the one hand, 

LAW



7weekly 

worker 1243 March 21 2019

immediate armed opposition to the 
state order, material support to states 
and groups at war with the state, and 
attempts to usurp power (by coups, 
as well as by insurrections) - and, 
on the other hand, forms of dissent 
which are not immediate threats to 
the state power, including forms 
of direct action, ‘violence’ and 
‘intimidation’.
Foreign fighters 
and brides
I said before that ‘modernising’ the 
law of treason would not help with 
prosecuting the people who went to 
Syria to fight for IS or to become 
brides for the fighters. The reason is 
that any obscurities in the Statute of 
Treasons of 1352 are not particularly 
problematic for these cases. The 
offence with which IS fighters and 
brides could be charged under this 
statute is that of adhering to and 
aiding the king’s (for our purposes 
the queen’s) enemies. In the original, 
“Ou soit aherdent as enemys nostre 
seigneur le Roi en le Roialme, 
dinant a eux eid ou confort en son 
Roialme ou par aillours, & de ceo 
proveablement soit atteint de overt 
faite par gentz de lour condition ...”

In the early modern translation 
(which appears on legislation.
gov.uk): “… or be adherent to the 
King’s Enemies in his Realm, giving 
to them Aid and Comfort in the 
Realm, or elsewhere, and thereof be 
[X4probably - proveably] attainted 
of open Deed by [X5the People] of 
their Condition …”

In modern English: “Or who shall 
adhere to the enemies of our lord the 
King in the realm, giving them aid 
or strengthening them in his realm 
or elsewhere, and are convicted 
of this on proof of an overt act, by 
[witnesses] of the same social status 
...”

On the assumption that IS was 
an enemy of the queen (ie, of the 
British state), it would be completely 
unproblematic to convict British 
‘foreign fighters’, or for that matter 
the brides, of treason under this 
clause. The whole process of their 
adherence to IS has been conducted 
in the full glare of publicity. When 
William Joyce was convicted 
of treason in 1946 for making 
propaganda broadcasts for the 
German Nazi government, there 
was a real legal issue about whether 
he was sufficiently ‘British’ to be 
prosecuted for treason.10 There was 
no question about whether he had 
adhered to the German state or given 
aid and support to them, or of an 
overt act - this was all obvious.

The problem is not obscurity in the 
statute. It is obscurity about whether, 
in truth, IS is an enemy of the British 
state. The problem is that there are 
strong reasons to doubt this claim. In 
the earlier stages of IS’s history, it is 
now pretty clear that it was backed by 
Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states as a 
tool to counter Iranian influence in 
Iraq, and later to take over the Syrian 
opposition movement.11 As recently 
as July 2018, Robert Fisk has pointed 
out the western sourcing of a lot of 
weaponry used by jihadists in Syria.12 
In other words, IS has been heavily 
backed by British allies.

An anti-terror or immigration 
proceeding could keep these issues 
hushed up. But the point of treason 
trials would be precisely to make 
a big public statement about the 
disloyalty of the fighters and brides. 
And a treason trial would inevitably 
result in defence counsel asking the 
question: is IS really an enemy of the 
British state? Hence, there is a real 
risk of such a prosecution turning 
out like the 1992 ‘Matrix Churchill’ 
prosecutions round arms supplies 
to Iraq in violation of ‘sanctions’, 
which collapsed when it became 
clear that the defendants were 
acting under the direction of British 
intelligence.13 Given the widespread 

media denunciations of IS and its 
‘barbarism’, facing argument in open 
court that IS is not really an enemy of 
the British state would be seriously 
more embarrassing to government 
than the Matrix Churchill affair was.

The real problem with applying 
treason prosecutions to the jihadi 
brides and others is the danger of 
exposing in court UK double-dealing 
in the Middle East. Sajid Javid and 
the Policy Exchange pamphlet are 
thus in a certain sense addressing 
a non-problem. But the pamphlet 
does propose a reorientation and an 
extension of treason: a reorientation 
to nationalism; and an extension 
beyond its existing scope, to create a 
very broad, vague crime.

Principle
I have said above that the core of 
‘treason’ is the ability of a state 
- in order to be a state, a special 
organisation of coercion - to prohibit 
support for its enemies in wartime and 
the attempted forcible overthrow of 
its constitution and power. From this 
point of view it is irrelevant whether 
the state is national, sub-national 
or multinational, and whether it is 
democratic (in any sense), oligarchic-
republican or a personal monarchy. 
The fact that England was a personal 
monarchy when the statute of 1352 
was adopted affected its content, 
in that to “compass or imagine 
the death” of the king or the heir 
apparent, to rape or commit adultery 
with the queen and to rape or commit 
fornication with the king’s eldest 
unmarried daughter are included 
among high treasons.14 But these 
aspects, however necessary they may 
have been to protect the constitution 
of a personal monarchy, are not at the 
core of the crime.

The Policy Exchange authors 
offer a different theoretical basis - 
grounded, they say, in “the moral 
foundations of political community” 
(p11). They argue: “Every human 
being is morally entitled to be a 
citizen of a particular state, for the 
world is divided, politically and 
legally, into states, which are national 
political communities” (p13). And:

The law settles the bounds of the 
national political communities 
that are states. Thus, international 
law recognises states and each 
state’s law of citizenship will 
stipulate who counts as its citizens. 
But the law here tracks a social 
reality: namely that a particular 
group understands itself to be a 
people, to hold a defined territory, 
to jointly be subjects of a shared 
government and legal system. The 
foundation of political community 
is the willingness of that people 
to live together, to recognise one 
government and law (p13).

Further, they argue: “The willingness 
of a people to live together requires 
them to share a common bond, to 
be willing to share their resources 
with and to make sacrifices for one 
another” (p14).

And more extensively:

[I]t is certainly wrong to infer that 
we have somehow transcended 
the importance of loyalty to 
one’s country. On the contrary, 
the foundation of peaceful social 
life is the trust that we have in 
one another as fellow citizens 
in a self-governing state (our 
country) - trust that is undercut 
when one aids the enemy. One 
who betrays his or her country in 
this way breaches the trust of his 
or her compatriots and threatens 
to weaken the trust they have in 
one another. Recognising and 
denouncing such acts of betrayal 
as serious wrongs is important to 
vindicate the trust that citizens 
(and others who enjoy the 

privilege of living peacefully 
amongst us) ought to be able to 
have in one another; trust that 
is, as we say, the foundation of 
decent, free social order (p16).

I have quoted these passages at 
length, because they represent the 
core of the argument for treason as a 
distinct crime offered by the authors. 
And the gist of this argument is not 
constitutionalist, but nationalist.

There are two sides to this aspect. 
The first is merely stipulative: the 
world is in fact (the authors allege) 
divided into nation-states; and this 
“tracks a social reality: namely that 
a particular group understands itself 
to be a people ...” The possibility of 
states which are not nation-states, 
or not the states of self-identified 
“peoples” is here stipulatively 
excluded.

The second is a more substantive 
argument. It is that the “willingness 
of a people to live together requires 
them to share a common bond ...” and 
that “the foundation of peaceful social 
life is the trust that we have in one 
another as fellow citizens in a self-
governing state”. The second of these 
arguments adopts very fashionable 
social-science and economics ideas 
about the importance of “trust” - 
here, as elsewhere in this fashionable 
discourse, very ill-defined.15

It is in fact a very striking example 
of the problems with this sort of 
reasoning. The human species is a 
zoon politikon: a social animal. We 
do not have a choice about whether 
or not to live in social groups, so that 
our “willingness to live together” is 
not an issue. The assumption that 
there is such a choice is what Marx 
called a “Robinsonade”: a social 
theory built on Robinson Crusoe as 
a myth of individualistic production 
and appropriation.

The traps into which this idea leads 
in relation to allegiance have been 
visible for three centuries at least. In 
the early 1700s, Whig lawyer Jeffrey 
Gilbert engaged in a correspondence 
with Tory ‘non-juror’ clergyman Dr 
Thomas Brett, Doctor of Divinity 
- who refused to give the oath of 
allegiance and was hence sacked 
from his church post - to try to 
persuade him that the protection 
he was afforded by the post-
revolutionary regime meant that he 
owed allegiance. Brett’s answer was 
that he had no choice about accepting 
or refusing this ‘protection’. Later, in 
the 1720s, Gilbert became a judge 
and Brett asked him to intercede with 
the authorities to allow him to travel 
to America, where, he suggested, 
he could go beyond the borders of 
the English king’s protection by 
becoming a missionary to the native 
Americans. Gilbert did not dignify 
Brett’s letters with more than a 
formal reply.16

Brett certainly had the better of 
the argument. As humans, we have 
to live together in societies. These, 
in turn, under certain conditions 
create territorial states (whether city-
states, nation-states or empires). It is 
extremely unusual (and largely only 
possible for the very rich) to have a 
choice about whether to live in these 
or not.

There are degrees of trust in 
states - not a yes-no trust, which 
makes political society possible, or 
its absence. Trust can be weakened, 
without ceasing to exist, and/or 
mistrust strengthened. It is true that 
increasing mistrust is likely to lead to 
‘populism’ (suspicion of elite actors), 
whether left, nationalist, religious or 
whatever, and towards war (civil or 
international). However, it should be 
reasonably clear that what has caused 
increased mistrust in recent years is 
the combination of two elements. 
The first is the systematic and more 
or less obvious political-elite and 
mass-media lying - notably around 
military interventions in the Middle 

East. The second is the continued 
maintenance of an economic 
policy which promotes sharpening 
inequalities, rather than making 
the losses caused by collapsing 
asset bubbles fall primarily on the 
‘strivers’, who bid up the asset prices 
in the boom period.

In this context, artificially 
asserting (as the Policy Exchange 
authors do) that the need for trust 
requires national allegiance - to be 
symbolically enforced by an updated 
treason law, built on nationalistic 
conceptual foundations - will 
aggravate rather than alleviate the 
problem. Nationalism of this sort is 
like the aspiration to the ‘open road’ 
used to sell cars, but which is in 
fact productive only of traffic jams: 
endlessly unsatisfied, and productive 
of ‘Balkanisation’ and war.

Limiting
Treason at its core is disloyalty to 
the state. It follows that it can all 
too easily swallow up all forms 
of legitimate dissent. That is the 
meaning of Stalin’s show trials - 
but also of the show trials of Tudor 
England,17 or of the operations of 
‘Paul the Chain’ and Mercurius, 
‘the count of dreams’, entrapping 
people in the Rome of Constantius 
II in the 350s CE.18 The Statute of 
Treasons 1352 had as its purpose 
to limit the law of treason, which 
the judiciary had been expanding in 
the 1340s.19 In the Tudor and Stuart 
periods, legislators and royal judges 
expanded it again - partly by creating 
new statutory treasons ‘by words’; 
partly by expanding ‘compassing 
the death of the king’ into forms of 
political opposition (in Algernon 
Sidney’s case in 1683, writing a 
republican political treatise).20

As communists, we stand for the 
creation of a state which is answerable 
to the working class. Because the 
working class is separated from the 
means of production, it can only assert 
itself by collective action. Hence, it 
is one of the two fundamental lessons 
of the failure of the ‘Soviet bloc’ that 
the state can only be subordinate to 
the working class if the class has 
the right to organise against and 
independently of the state.21

‘No treason’ - before the withering 
away of the social specialisation of 
function and with it of the state - is 
an anarchist delusion. However, 
for the working class to control the 
state, treason has to be held to its 
narrowest cores: adhering to the 
enemy in wartime, and endeavouring 
to overthrow the state by force.

The Policy Exchange authors’ 
proposals unsurprisingly move in the 
opposite direction. Their proposed 
offence is to include aiding the 
enemy in “non-international armed 
conflicts” (p17). And:

[H]ostilities between sovereign 
states may now often be pursued 
by means that are analogous to, 
but strictly fall short of, traditional 
military operations, such as 
cyberwarfare. That is, states may 
attack the UK without necessarily 
initiating an international armed 
conflict. No British citizen ought 
to help, by any means whatsoever, 
a foreign state prepare for or carry 
out an attack on the UK (p18).

“Attack” here has become 
extraordinarily broad. That this 
is intentional is clear at p31: 
“Energy, cash, - as bribes - corrupt 
business practices, cyber-attacks, 
assassination, fake news, propaganda 
and indeed military intimidation are 
all examples of the weapons used 
to gain advantage ...” Or at p34: “It 
ought in any case to be a serious 
wrong for a citizen to help enable 
a foreign state to threaten the UK’s 
economic well-being ...” And:

Conversely, there seems to us 

no need for any exception for 
humanitarian relief. What would 
otherwise be lawful humanitarian 
relief or peaceful protest should 
be unlawful if, but only if, it is 
an act designed to aid the hostile 
state or organisation and intended 
to help that state or organisation’s 
military operations or (planning 
for) attacks on the UK (p39).

Parts of the statute of 1352 are 
certainly weird to modern eyes. But 
its restriction of the core crimes to 
levying war within the realm - efforts 
to forcibly overthrow the state - and 
adhering to the crown’s enemies in 
wartime, are considerably preferable 
to this ‘modernisation’, which would 
broaden treason towards the scope 
of the Tudor-Stuart definition or 
that of late Roman law. Nationalistic 
and authoritarian in motivation, the 
proposals of the Policy Exchange 
pamphlet should be rejected, even if 
the alternative is to be stuck with the 
medieval text l
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Disasters waiting to happen?
Yassamine Mather examines the facts behind two tragic plane crashes and the loss of hundreds of lives

When it comes to the two 
airline crashes that cost 
the lives of hundreds of 

passengers in recent weeks, we should 
have known that we could rely on the 
US president and his staff to make the 
most ill-informed comments. Donald 
Trump himself tweeted: “Airplanes are 
becoming far too complex to fly. Often 
old and simpler is far better”, before 
claiming that the increasing automation 
of planes results in “complexity” that 
“creates danger … I don’t know about 
you, but I don’t want Albert Einstein to 
be my pilot.”

In response to negative reactions, Fox 
TV’s Katie Pavlich defended Trump: 
“To give president Trump some credit, 
everyone’s like, ‘Oh, what does he know 
about planes?’ The guy’s owned planes 
his entire life ... and when you own a 
private plane you know about the way 
it functions.”1

Clearly that is not the case. As far 
as the Einstein comment is concerned, 
nothing could be further from the truth. 
We are in the era of auto-pilot and, far 
from needing expertise in physics, 
mathematics or general relativity 
theory, the pilot’s role is considerably 
reduced in most passenger aircraft. Of 
course, this does not mean that a plane 
carrying humans can fly on its own or 
be controlled remotely, as is the case 
with drones. The complexity is in the 
design of new aircraft and the software 
designed to control it.

It is now assumed (although not 
established) that those two recent air 
crashes - that of an Indonesian aircraft 
in October 2018 and an Ethiopian plane 
earlier this month (both involving a 
Boeing 737 Max 8) are related. The 
October crash killed all 189 people on 
Lion Air flight 610, while all 157 people 
aboard Ethiopian Airlines flight 302 
died. Final reports are not due for several 
months and at this stage Boeing’s 
own investigation is concentrating on 
improving the plane’s control software. 
The company assumes that providing 
a better set of pilot displays (showing 
the state of various parts of the aircraft, 
as well as altitude, pressure, etc) and 
improving “manual and crew training” 
will resolve the issue.

The 737 Max 8 is a relatively 
new aircraft, first flown in January 
2018 - Boeing claimed it was a more 
efficient version of the older 737, with 
better aerodynamics. According to the 

Wall Street Journal (March 13), the 
company’s software ‘upgrade’ could 
have been delayed by the 35-day US 
government shutdown in late 2018-early 
2019.

By concentrating on the software, 
Boeing hopes to avoid any investigation 
into the design of the aircraft. 
Some experts have questioned the 
repositioning of the engines in this 
model - they are moved slightly forward 
and raised to avoid sucking in debris 
during taxiing. This had the effect of 
moving the plane’s centre of gravity - 
a well-known issue in aircraft design. 
If an aircraft’s nose is too low it can 
cause major problems, but if it is too 
high the plane will stall. Boeing was 
aware of the problem and designed a 
computer software called Maneuvering 
Characteristics Augmentation System, 
which is supposed to automatically 
prevent stalling. The software is 
connected to sensors on the plane’s 
fuselage and if they detect that the nose 
is too high the software automatically 
forces the nose down. In the case of the 
Indonesian aircraft, investigators came 
to the conclusion that the pilots were 
unable to determine two crucial pieces 
of information: the plane’s speed and 
altitude. This led to a situation where 
the plane was completely out of control, 
oscillating for around 10 minutes.

Passengers who had flown on the 
same plane just before the crash told 
investigators that the flight felt like “a 
roller-coaster ride”. In addition pilots 
have reported safety concerns about 
the Boeing 737 Max 8 - one called the 
flight manual “inadequate and almost 
criminally insufficient” months before 
the latest disaster.

In the case of the Ethiopian airline, 
the plane reached an altitude of 1,000 
feet before losing around 400 
feet, and then for about half 
a minute was apparently 
flying at that altitude of 
500-600 feet, while its 
speed continued to 
increase, reaching 
300 knots. This 
would have 
inevitably led 
to disaster, 
so the pilots 
reacted by 
forcing the plane 
to climb sharply at this fast 
speed. This is the last thing we 

know - the aircraft was flying very fast 
and climbing steeply.

Why they had not been able to climb 
during that previous 30-second period is 
a mystery. But then the plane did climb 
- “nicely”, according to experts. It seems 
that, whatever had happened, the pilots 
eventually figured it out, so what then 
went wrong?

As I have said, passenger planes are 
becoming more and more automated. In 
2017 Boeing claimed it was developing 
a totally automated plane that will not 
need a pilot. Apparently “Autopilot 
technology already does most of the 
work once a plane is aloft, and has no 
trouble landing an airliner even in rough 
weather and limited visibility.”2

This is not quite true. There is the 
notorious example of a passenger 
plane on autopilot, where the captain 
and first officer were so engrossed 
in a game of chess that they overflew 
their destination by a few hundred 
miles! Autopilot failed to detect the 
destination entered by humans. On 
a number of occasions recorded by 
aviation authorities worldwide, pilots 
have missed their destination because 
they fell asleep.

During the flight it is possible for 
pilots to take a rest. In November 
2018, The Daily Telegraph headlined 
an article: “‘UK pilots fall asleep 
in the flight deck every day’: 
the lingering problem of cockpit 
fatigue”.3 There are numerous similar 
examples.

How does autopilot work? The 
system relies on a large number 
of transducers/sensors all over the 
aircraft, collecting precise information 
relating to speed, altitude and 
turbulence. The data is fed into a 
computer equipped with software 
capable of adjusting height and speed 
accordingly. In theory (I emphasise 
the phrase), it should perform the tasks 
of a human pilot. A route has to be 
entered into the computer, giving it a 
start and end position and allowing it 
to calculate exactly how to get to the 
destination. Throughout that route 
there are a series of points that the 
computer will note, relating to 
speed and altitude.

The autopilot is not capable 
of steering the airplane on the 
ground and, in any case, busy 
airports will make such a task 
impossible in the foreseeable 

future. So the pilot will be in control 
during take-off and in most cases then 
starts autopilot, which takes over for 
almost all the rest of the flight. In newer 
automated systems autopilot can land 
the plane - this has already happened on 
a number of occasions.

Different countries follow their 
own regulations, but in most countries, 
including the United States, a minimum 
of two crew members must observe 
the displays in the cockpit, showing 
data from the sensors and computers, 
at all times. In addition to information 
regarding motors, speed and altitude, 
these displays relate to cabin temperature 
and air pressure, the state of the doors, 
etc. Of course, there is the danger of 
misunderstanding or reacting in error to 
data presented by the automated system 
- that will inevitably occur from time 
to time in human-computer interaction. 
The airline instructors often tell pilots: 
‘Let the computer do it, because it can do 
a better job than you.’ The assumption is 
that a pilot is constantly watching data 
provided by the autopilot system, as well 
as the system’s response to this data. In 
some ways anyone using a cruise control 
system in a car would understand what 
is involved. You might be able to keep 
a safe distance from the car in front, but 
the driver still needs to be fully aware of 
where the car is going.

In summary, contrary to Trump’s 
claims, you do not need an Albert 
Einstein to fly a passenger plane, but you 
do need better software programmers 
and engineers. You need airlines that 
take responsibility for the lives of 
millions of passengers and do not take 
risks for the sake of profits.

The 20% fall in the value of Boeing’s 
shares last week should be the least of 
their problems. Unless they can explain 
what has gone wrong with the 737 Max 
8 their reputation as a global aircraft 
manufacturer will be severely damaged. 
But the real question is, why is such a 
central and potentially dangerous service 
run entirely on the basis of profit? l
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have reported safety concerns about 
the Boeing 737 Max 8 - one called the 
flight manual “inadequate and almost 
criminally insufficient” months before 

In the case of the Ethiopian airline, 
the plane reached an altitude of 1,000 
feet before losing around 400 
feet, and then for about half 
a minute was apparently 
flying at that altitude of 
500-600 feet, while its 
speed continued to 
increase, reaching 

to climb sharply at this fast 
speed. This is the last thing we 

How does autopilot work? The 
system relies on a large number 
of transducers/sensors all over the 
aircraft, collecting precise information 
relating to speed, altitude and 
turbulence. The data is fed into a 
computer equipped with software 
capable of adjusting height and speed 
accordingly. In theory (I emphasise 
the phrase), it should perform the tasks 
of a human pilot. A route has to be 
entered into the computer, giving it a 
start and end position and allowing it 
to calculate exactly how to get to the 
destination. Throughout that route 
there are a series of points that the 
computer will note, relating to 
speed and altitude.

With every day that 
passed since the crash 

of Ethiopian airlines 
flight 302, more and 

more distressing 
news has emerged 

about malfunctioning 
automated 

flight-control features

Trump may own planes, 
but he clearly has 

no idea how modern 
passenger jets work. 
Albert Einstein is not 
the problem - it’s the 

software, stupid
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BREXIT

Bercow’s coup settles nothing
As the chaos continues, Paul Demarty considers the state of British ‘democracy’

Whatever else we might say 
about John Bercow - and little 
enough of it is nice - he is at 

least merciful to those of us required to 
write about the contemporary business 
of British government.

For not the least of the literary 
difficulties of writing about the slow-
motion car crash of Brexit is the 
repetitiveness. There are only so many 
things one can say about Theresa 
May’s withdrawal agreement being 
voted down by parliament. May is not 
so sensitive to our feelings, however, 
and keeps bringing it back for another 
go. By citing ancient precedent to 
rule out a further vote on the deal in 
this parliamentary session, Bercow 
has restored a little excitement to 
proceedings. Speculation about his 
motives is rife, and we will give them a 
closer look in a moment; but a speaker 
who genuinely was acting solely out of 
concern for the ‘dignity’ of parliament 
and respect for its instructions could 
hardly have acted differently. What 
part of ‘no’ does May not understand?

It seems that the government’s plan 
for this week was to hold the third 
‘meaningful vote’ on May’s deal - they 
are so ‘meaningful’, of course, that 
May will just keep holding them until 
she gets the right answer. Though 
defeat was basically inevitable, she 
hoped to win over sections of the 
hard Brexiteers and the Democratic 
Unionist Party - the first through 
the threat of Brexit being thwarted 
altogether, and the second with the 
sweet fruit of the Magic Money 
Tree. Even if defeat could not 
be avoided, movement in 
the direction of victory, 
with important forces 
coming over to her 
side, might convince 
the European 
Union negotiators 
to offer her a 
short ‘technical’ 
extension to article 
50, until around 
June - by which time 
May would perhaps 
manage to ram it 
through. Hence the 
importance of holding 
the vote now, before 
she visits EU leaders at 
the European Council 
meeting on March 21.

It always sounded 
like a long shot, but 
Bercow’s stunt left 
this plan in tatters. The 
government could have 
upped the ante through the 
technical device of ending 
the parliamentary session 
and starting a new one, 
getting around Bercow’s 
insistence that the same bill 
could not be returned to the 
floor in the same session; 
but the chance of holding the 
vote in time was vanishingly 
small, and doing so only to 
lose anyway was an exercise 
of rather doubtful value - not 
that that such things have ever put 
May off. Number 10 announced 
that a letter would be sent to Europe 
requesting an extension, though 
the length of the extension was not 
revealed immediately; but, whatever 
it is, things do not look good for May.

A short extension would very 
possibly be refused by the EU if there 
is no obvious route to parliamentary 
approval. A longer extension, 

meanwhile, would cause enormous 
controversy, would still have to be 
approved by parliament, and would 
necessitate the holding of the May 23 
European parliamentary elections in 
this country - at a cost of some £100 
million, every penny of which would 
be resented by the Brexit hard core. 
Given the difficulty of this choice, it is 
unsurprising that some effort was made 
to sound out presenting both extension 
approaches to the Europeans, in some 
order of preference.

Michel Barnier, alas, was having 
none of it - “I am a simple soul, and 
something has to be either short or 
long.” A long delay, he said, would 
have little purpose, unless there was 
“something new, some new event, 
some political process” to change 
things. Barnier cannot speak for the 
European Council, of course; but 
in reality he was not speaking off 
the cuff: his comments indicate an 
intention to give May a hard time. 
Robert Peston summarised it nicely: 
“Big message of [Barnier] is the 
EU is ready for no-deal Brexit. Big 
message of [May] is UK is not ready 
for no deal. So who has the power in 

these last-minute talks 
between UK and 

EU?”1

S o 

what exactly is Bercow’s game? 
He is - despite formerly being a 
rightwing Tory MP - widely despised 
by his former party, who consider him 
extremely unreliable. He is, of course, 
also a known remainer and there are 
dark mutterings of his conspiring with 
opposition MPs to spring this on the 
government. He is, by all accounts, 
a prickly egotist, with a taste for the 
dramatic. An ideal candidate for the 
man on horseback, then: with politics 
in chaos, it is the job of people like 
Bercow to act with the fortitude and 
self-sacrifice proper to his office, rise 
above petty partisanship and break the 
deadlock - hurrah! hurrah! - with a 
heroic action that will very likely push 
the date of Britain’s withdrawal back 
for a good while.

He will not be quickly forgiven by the 
Tories, especially those of a Brexiteer 
stripe. The Times article reporting his 
action described “ministers shaking 
with anger”, and quoted solicitor 
general Robert Buckland to the effect 
that “We’re in a major constitutional 
crisis here … We are talking about 
hours to March 29”. He concluded, 
with admirable understatement: 
“Frankly we could have done without 
this.”2 The consequences for May, 
however, might even be graver, for, 
i f she is forced into 
a longer extension 

of article 50, she 
will lose the 
most reliable 
d e f e n c e 
of her 
occupancy of 
Number 10: 
the ticking-
t i m e - b o m b 
of March 29. 

With the 

Independent Group split likely to hit 
Labour’s vote, a well-executed palace 
coup in the Tory Party might prepare 
the ground for a fresh general election 
and a majority, and a finish to the 
Brexit business, one way or another, in 
good order. (She has already promised 
to step down before the next election 
… )

The trouble is that she is not 
the only rudderless Tory. The hard 
Brexiteers have likewise committed 
themselves to a strategy of running 
down the clock, but had not apparently 
reckoned on the possibility that this 
would result in a delay to Brexit rather 
than a sufficiently exciting version of 
it for their tastes. The less hair-raising 
types - Andrea Leadsom, Liam Fox 
and the like - are stuck griping about 
a bad deal without even the slightest 
possibility of getting a better one. Their 
commitment is to the Platonic ideal of 
an advantageous exit arrangement, 
which - as David Lidington put it a 
couple of months ago - they seem to 
expect to spring out of a cupboard in 
Brussels.

Conservative remainers at least 
have some sort of coherent mission. 
They fall back on the centuries-
old Tory tradition of hard-headed 
statecraft, of making sure queen and 
country do well out of any crisis, and 
sail gently on to greater things. They 
know that Brexit must - from such a 
perspective - be junked, and are not 
too proud to kick it into the long grass 
for the time being. The trouble is that, 
while the parliamentary party remains 
- for now - home to many of them, 
the wider Tory membership leans 
hard towards their enemies. Nick 
Boles has recently resigned from 
his local Conservative Association 
after it became clear that he could 
be deselected, though he has not had 
the whip removed. He will not be the 
only one under pressure.

In a very important sense, what 
we have witnessed in all this - what 
we are still witnessing - is the death
of statecraft-Toryism, although its 
rebirth from the flames will come 
at some point. The ‘natural party of 
government’ fulfils its role not only 
by correctly identifying the vulgar 
interests of the state, but by binding 
them to the aspirations of parts of the 
popular classes - as any such party 
must in any society with a wide 
franchise. As politics has become 
ever more bureaucratised, the local 
organs of the Conservative Party 
have atrophied, and the central 
administration has cut itself 
off ever more radically from 
those roots. The names most 
profitably associated with this 
process are David Cameron 
and George Osborne, who 
confused their ability to 
schmooze with media types 
with tactical nous, and badly 
misjudged the offer of an 
in-out referendum on EU 
membership every step 
of the way. They missed, 
among other things, the 
selection of a bumper 
crop of head-banging 
Brexiteers as candidates 
in the 2015 election, and 
the increasing militancy 
of the far-right section 
of the Tories, under 
pressure from the UK 
Independence Party.

Outside the dismal 
sphere of mainstream 
p a r l i a m e n t a r y 
politics, then, it is no 
surprise to find great 

ructions afoot. Two 

demonstrations are taking place, on 
opposite sides of the Brexit divide (in 
every possible way). The remainers 
hope to fill central London on 
Saturday March 23; Nigel Farage, 
meanwhile, has kicked off a march 
from Sunderland to the capital, 
which will be winding through the 
Brexit heartlands over two weeks. 
Farage has registered his new Brexit 
Party with the electoral commission; 
and, should circumstances impose a 
European parliament election on the 
British people, it would be foolish to 
bet against him keeping his seat - and 
bringing some new friends with him 
for a ride on the hated gravy train.

Democracy
Such is the poisonous logic of the 
unwanted plebiscite result, however. 
If the people are good enough to 
vote the ‘right’ way, then plans are 
in place to make sure they get what 
they want. If the ‘wrong’ side wins, 
there is an empty space filled with 
all the confused and contradictory 
fantasies projected onto the vote by 
its partisans, weightlessly untroubled 
by hard economic reality. The 
government cannot be trusted to 
implement such a result, and must be 
replaced immediately with somebody 
with a plan; but the same British 
public which opted for Brexit voted 
too narrowly in all directions in 2017 
to deliver a functioning government 
at all. The fantasies still swirl in the 
vacuum. Sooner or later an outcome 
will be reached; but any particular
outcome will be a betrayal.

Socialist Worker offers an editorial 
highlighting the unflattering view of 
British democracy we get from this 
week’s goings-on:

Votes that aren’t ‘meaningful’. 
Votes on the already defeated 
policies of a government without 
a majority. And votes blocked 
by parliamentary conventions 
from over 400 years ago. That’s 
what ‘democracy’ looks like in 
Britain. The Brexit shambles has 
underlined how hollow democracy 
is under capitalism. We aren’t just 
witnessing a crisis of Theresa May 
and the Tory government, but of the 
whole way that official politics is 
done.3

We learn that “parliamentary democracy 
isn’t based on ordinary people making 
decisions for themselves”. Instead, 
“we don’t just have to sit back as 
spectators. [The] alternative is fighting 
back - whether that’s getting out 
onto the streets, organising strikes or 
taking direct action.” There follows 
a list of recent protests - the school 
strikes, last Saturday’s small anti-racist 
demonstration, and so on.

I quote all this only because the 
lesson is surely the exact opposite. 
The ‘Brexit shambles’ shows it is only 
political - that is, deliberative, party-
based and sufficiently centralised 
- democracy that can settle these 
questions. It is the British state’s defects 
as a democracy - to be expected, thanks 
to the inherently antidemocratic nature 
of capitalism - that makes occasional 
lapses of control like the Brexit vote so 
potentially disastrous and generative of 
reaction l
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country do well out of any crisis, and 
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know that Brexit must - from such a 
perspective - be junked, and are not 
too proud to kick it into the long grass 
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while the parliamentary party remains 
- for now - home to many of them, 
the wider Tory membership leans 
hard towards their enemies. Nick 
Boles has recently resigned from 
his local Conservative Association 
after it became clear that he could 
be deselected, though he has not had 
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and George Osborne, who 
confused their ability to 
schmooze with media types 
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misjudged the offer of an 
in-out referendum on EU 
membership every step 
of the way. They missed, 
among other things, the 
selection of a bumper 
crop of head-banging 
Brexiteers as candidates 
in the 2015 election, and 
the increasing militancy 

John Bercow: just when the 
government thought things 
could not get worse, they did
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CWI

Another round of splits
It is a case of Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose for Peter Taaffe’s beleaguered sect. Anne 
McShane and William Sarsfield look at the mounting problems in the CWI

T he Committee for a Workers’ 
International is facing a severe 
crisis and looks certain to 

fracture, with its Irish and Greek 
sections in revolt against the 
perspectives and methods of the 
tendency’s London-based leadership.

Peter Taaffe - top gun in its core 
organisation, the Socialist Party in 
England and Wales - has fired off an 
angry diatribe against the rebels, in 
which he reminds comrades that the 
CWI has been here before. He refers 
to Panther, the black section set up 
in the 1990s, which quickly adapted 
to black nationalism and split from 
the organisation. He also points to 
the Scottish split in the late 1990s, 
when his former comrades morphed 
into Scottish nationalism and set up 
the ill-fated Scottish Socialist Party. 
However, the man is a little modest, 
in our view, as there are plenty of 
other examples of trends within the 
Militant tradition adapting themselves 
to transitory political developments, 
going ‘native’ and precipitating splits.

After all, this is how we 
have today’s SPEW. In 1991 the 
organisation’s central committee 
was divided 43 to three over the 
question of effectively cutting links 
with Labour and standing its own 
independent candidates. In the event, 
Lesley Mahmood fought the Walton 
by-election stood against the official 
Labour candidate, Peter Kilfoyle. 
This - along with the experience 
of Militant leading the mass anti-
poll tax movement - resulted in a 
drastic exaggeration of the extent of 
Labour’s degeneration under Neil 
Kinnock, which culminated in the 
leaders of Militant pronouncing that 
Labourite parties internationally 
were now no longer working class 
entities of any sort.1 This is an idiotic 
stance that their comrades still defend 
today, despite the crushing reality of 
Corbyn’s victory and the membership 
surges he inspired.

The organisation - much depleted 
now, of course - appears to be losing 
political coherence and a potentially 
devastating split seems inevitable.

Internal documents leaked in 
January revealed the groundswell 
of opposition from international 
sections to the core leadership in 
London. SPEW general secretary 
Peter Taaffe has published a tetchy 
internal polemic against the Irish and 
Greek sections - groups he accuses 
of a “petty bourgeois” retreat from 
working class politics.

There is no question that he 
has a strong point here, as we 
will see below. However, this 
‘accommodation’ methodology now 
seems rooted in the programmatic 
DNA of the CWI. So, unsurprisingly, 
Taaffe’s polemical rearguard action 
has not stemmed the rot: while 
details are sketchy, Taaffe seems to 
be in a minority in the ‘International’ 
and he and his supporters on the 
international secretariat (IS) have 
formed a faction with the slogan, ‘In 
defence of a working class, Trotskyist 
CWI’. Stripped of the bombast, 
the operative political core of this 
grouping is ‘in defence’ of the Taaffe 
leadership and its perspectives in the 
run-up to a CWI special congress, 
currently scheduled for early 2020.

The political issues in the leaked 
discussion documents are very 
important ones. With three TDs 
(MPs) and 11 councillors, the Irish 
CWI organisation is a small, but 
politically significant, trend and there 
is no question that it has been on a 

rightist trajectory for some time. It 
is perfectly correct for this drift to be 
confronted and fought - but Taaffe 
and the political circle around him are 
not the people for the job. The IS has 
consistently encouraged its sections 
to not simply take account of the 
prevailing moods around them, but 
to adapt their political strategies and 
initiatives to them.

Thus, in 2012 the Irish section 
was fearful that too radical a stance 
on abortion would lose it votes and/
or members. Anne McShane wrote at 
the time that she had “been accused 
of wanting to impose a ‘maximalist’ 
position on the pro-abortion 
campaign”, because she called for 
the basic minimum right to choose to 
be included in the election literature 
of the United Left Alliance. Socialist 
Party (Ireland) leaders were quite 
shameless in their opportunist stance 
that it was “better to ride with the tide 
of public opinion and go for the middle 
ground”, as they starkly put it.2 This 
entailed passively tracking opinion 
polls, instead of trying to actively 
forge a new ‘common sense’ amongst 
the working class. At the time, this 
meant that support for abortion was 
to be limited only to cases of rape and 
fatal foetal abnormality. This passive 
methodology has been at least 
partially culpable in the decline and 
parlous state of the CWI today. There 
are more examples of its destructive 
role in other political arenas.

Opportunism
First, we will deal with the argument 
within the CWI’s Irish section itself 
over its relationship with Sinn Féin. 
Historically, the Militant trend 
has been extremely antagonistic 
to Irish republicanism, which it 
habitually branded as ‘sectarian’ and, 

occasionally, even ‘fascist’. In short, it 
had a shameful and opportunist record 
on the national question in Northern 
Ireland, continually calling for the 
whole messy business to be ignored 
and unity secured on mundane trade 
union issues. This wilfully ignored 
the fact that the national question - 
of course - also divided the unions 
in the Six Counties, with the clear, 
discriminatory dominance of the 
Orange Order.

The Catholic working class 
communities were habitually 
condemned for not abandoning the 
republican movement and becoming 
good, British-style workers. In fact, it 
was clear that Militant/Socialist Party 
believed that republicanism was a 
greater problem than British rule. 
This, of course, was the economistic 
template of Peter Taaffe, then and 
now. However, Socialist Party TD 
Paul Murphy is now seeking to 
overturn this stance for his own 
opportunistic reasons.3

What has sparked this change 
is the growing prominence of Sinn 
Féin as a political force in the south. 
SF has now 21 TDs, four Members 
of the European parliament, six 
members of the Seanad (unelected 
second chamber) and 125 councillors 
south of the border. It strives to 
promote a progressive image of itself 
and, under its new leader, Mary-Lou 
MacDonald, has made clear that it 
has the appetite for government.

In 2015 the Socialist Party’s 
electoral front, the Anti-Austerity 
Alliance (AAA), was formally asked 
by the Right2Change campaign 
(which included Sinn Féin) to give 
minority backing to an SF government 
if the opportunity arose. Murphy 
states that, despite his opposition, his 
comrades were very wary and initially 

took “a denunciatory approach”. The 
statement from AAA included an 
insistence that

The transformation of Syriza, in 
only six months, from being an 
anti-austerity party into leading 
a pro-austerity government 
shows that real change can only 
happen if a government is made 
up of parties or TDs who are 
prepared and committed to break 
capitalist rules. We have a political 
responsibility to point out these 
problems in advance and not allow 
a situation where the movement is 
encouraged to look to another new 
dawn that would unfortunately 
turn out to be false.4

However, for Murphy these 
principles evidenced inflexibility 
and sectarianism. The statement was 
“correct theoretically, but it is not 
enough to simply ‘tell the truth to 
the working class’: we must explain 
it and where possible go through the 
experience with them.” He boasts 
that his position won out eventually 
- “but only after KMcL [Kieran 
McLoughlin] went to a meeting 
where JH [Joe Higgins] spoke and the 
more ‘blunt’ approach towards Sinn 
Féin and the idea of an ‘alternative 
government’ went down badly”. 
Resistance to going into government 
with SF was far more muted for the 
remainder of the campaign leading up 
to the 2016 election.

In the current debate a significant 
number - perhaps even the majority of 
the Irish section - continue to oppose 
an alliance with Sinn Féin. They 
argue that it is not just a “nationalist 
pro-capitalist party”. In fact, “of 
fundamental importance to any 
political description of Sinn Féin is 

that they are a sectarian party”.5After 
outlining various examples of SF’s 
bourgeois ideology and sectarianism 
towards Northern Irish Protestants, 
the writers assert: “We have to be 
able to demonstrate that there is 
a fundamental conflict between a 
capitalist economy driven by the 
ruthless drive for profit and meeting 
the needs of working class people.” 
On Brexit, this means a discussion 
on how working class action can be 
taken “to ensure that there are no 
cuts to pay, attacks on conditions 
or shedding of jobs …” However, 
that approach is far too limited 
for Paul Murphy, who argues that, 
while trade union work is important, 
some thought must be given to “an 
alternative customs union proposal”.

Murphy disputes the claim that a 
capitalist customs union cannot be 
proposed by the Irish section. He 
refutes the assertion of his critics that 
it “is incompatible with the demand 
for a state monopoly on foreign trade” 
and “would involve a left government 
in a trade bloc which is imperialist 
in nature”. He is derisory about his 
comrades’ insistence that there was a 
“need to be ‘honest’ with the working 
class” on the nature of such a trade 
bloc. Of course,

We always tell the truth to the 
working class. But we present 
the truth in the way that is most 
digestible to the working class at 
a particular time, bringing to the 
fore demands which address the 
pressing needs of working class 
people and connecting them to the 
need for revolutionary socialist 
change and to activating the 
working class in struggle.6

In other words, the party’s formal 
opposition to capitalist trade 
agreements must be hidden when 
trying to build a united front with the 
pro-imperialist, pro-European Union 
Sinn Féin. Such uncomfortable facts 
would not go down well.

Murphy is adamant that it is 
necessary to form a united front with 
SF. To resist such a proposal is purist 
- “We cannot come across as simply 
doctrinaires, morally opposed to 
anything but revolutionary change.”7 
Political principles, such as being 
honest about the political nature of 
Sinn Féin, must be sacrificed in order 
to edge nearer to political office.

As we said above, in formal terms 
Taaffe has a point …

Feminism
The other equally vexed question 
at the centre of the CWI crisis is 
the role of the Irish section in the 
2018 abortion referendum and its 
relationship to the #MeToo campaign. 
The problem here for Peter Taaffe is 
the failure of his comrades to make 
any kind of effort to build a campaign 
within the trade unions - a reflection 
of his stated belief that they have 
fallen victim to “identity politics”.

The IS document, ‘Women’s 
oppression and identity politics 
- our approach in Ireland and 
internationally’, makes clear that 
there must be a common approach 
in all sections of the CWI: “We are 
striving to build the embryo of a 
world revolutionary international, 
not a series of national organisations 
linked in name only.” The Irish 
section “have overstated the 
importance of the victory on abortion 
rights”, wrongly portraying the 
success of the ‘yes’ campaign and the 

Peter Taaffe: cause not cure



weekly 

worker 1243 March 21 2019
11 What we 

fight for
n Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with 
the highest form of organisation 
it is everything.
n  There exists no real Communist 
Party today. There are many 
so-called ‘parties’ on the left. In 
reality they are confessional sects. 
Members who disagree with the 
prescribed ‘line’ are expected to 
gag themselves in public. Either 
that or face expulsion.
n Communists operate according 
to the principles of democratic 
centralism. Through ongoing debate 
we seek to achieve unity in action 
and a common world outlook. As 
long as they support agreed actions, 
members should have the right to 
speak openly and form temporary 
or permanent factions.
n Communists oppose all impe-
rialist wars and occupations but 
constantly strive to bring to the fore 
the fundamental question–ending war 
is bound up with ending capitalism.
n Communists are internationalists. 
Everywhere we strive for the closest 
unity and agreement of working class 
and progressive parties of all countries. 
We oppose every manifestation 
of national sectionalism. It is an 
internationalist duty to uphold the 
principle, ‘One state, one party’.
n The working class must be 
organised globally. Without a global 
Communist Party, a Communist 
International, the struggle against 
capital is weakened and lacks 
coordination.
n Communists have no interest 
apart from the working class 
as a whole. They differ only in 
recognising the importance of 
Marxism as a guide to practice. 
That theory is no dogma, but 
must be constantly added to and 
enriched.
n Capitalism in its ceaseless 
search for profit puts the future 
of humanity at risk. Capitalism is 
synonymous with war, pollution, 
exploitation and crisis. As a global 
system capitalism can only be 
superseded globally.
n The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote.
n We will use the most militant 
methods objective circumstances 
allow to achieve a federal republic 
of England, Scotland and Wales, 
a united, federal Ireland and a 
United States of Europe.
n Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed into 
schools for communism.
n Communists are champions of 
the oppressed. Women’s oppression, 
combating racism and chauvinism, 
and the struggle for peace and 
ecological sustainability are just 
as much working class questions 
as pay, trade union rights and 
demands for high-quality health, 
housing and education.
n Socialism represents victory 
in the battle for democracy. It 
is the rule of the working class. 
Socialism is either democratic or, 
as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, it 
turns into its opposite.
n Socialism is the first stage 
of the worldwide transition to 
communism–a system which 
knows neither wars, exploitation, 
money, classes, states nor nations. 
Communism is general freedom 
and the real beginning of human 
history.
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REVIEWintroduction of abortion on demand 
up to 12 weeks as an unparalleled 
historic breakthrough.8

Indeed, some see “all struggles 
through the prism of the women’s 
movement, rather than seeing how it 
interconnects with other struggles”. 
They have adopted the language of 
intersectionality and “petty bourgeois 
feminism”, and consequently have 
taken an uncritical attitude to the 
#MeToo movement. The IS gives 
two examples to prove its points - a 
meeting organised under the title, 
‘Housing is a Feminist Issue’ to 
coincide with a demonstration against 
homelessness; and the preponderance 
of meetings and events on abortion 
and gender issues, including events 
called by Ruth Coppinger TD under 
the slogans of the #MeToo movement. 
These issues must be dealt with and 
rectified, the international leadership 
insists.

There was an angry response from 
the majority of the Socialist Party 
(Ireland) to these criticisms. Clearly, 
the Irish comrades are very proud 
of the work of its front organisation, 
‘Reproductive rights against 
Oppression, Sexism and Austerity’ 
(Rosa), and do not accept the 
legitimacy of the IS/Taaffe censure.

Rosa was formed in 2013 as a 
vehicle for the SP to engage with and 
recruit from “a growing section of 
young people, who were identifying 
as feminist who were open to left and 
socialist ideas”. Instead of engaging 
with organisations like the Abortion 
Rights Campaign (ARC) and the Cork 
Women’s Right to Choose group, the 
SP created its own front organisation. 
It presented itself as the most radical 
abortion rights group. But unlike 
the ARC and the Cork campaign, 
which always argued for the right to 
choose, Rosa consistently advocated 
more limited demands, taking the 
approach that it needed to chime with 
existing public opinion rather than be 
too hard-line in its demands. It even 
presented the limited rights won in 
the recent referendum as a victory, 
when in fact it is only during the first 
12 weeks of pregnancy that women 
can legally obtain an abortion pill 
without the need to prove a serious 
health risk.

There is much boasting in the 
document signed by the national 
executive of the Irish CWI section 
about the role of Rosa in the 
referendum. Of course, it is true that 
Ruth Coppinger TD was an outspoken 
and active voice in the ‘yes’ campaign. 
But so were other leftwing TDs, 
including the Socialist Workers 
Party’s Brid Smith and ex-Socialist 
Party TD Clare Daly. However, these 
comrades do not get a mention in the 
review of the campaign presented by 
the Irish section. Evidently, the world 
of the CWI revolves around its own 
organisational successes, including the 
recruitment of 35 members in 2018, 
mostly from its work in Rosa. Thus, 
Rosa is presented as a fundamentally 
important means to build the party.

The Irish section defends its 
decision not to concentrate work 
in the trade unions because of the 
conservative nature of those bodies. 
Instead it had decided to turn to the 
“radicalised youth and women” to 
build the SP. The comrades charged 
that the IS had underestimated the 
importance of the new women’s 
movement and was still harping on 
about the past - “The tendency for 
the comrades to reference campaigns 
and initiatives from a quarter of a 
century ago, albeit important ones 
like the Campaign against Domestic 
Violence, underscores this point.”9 It 
viewed the struggle against women’s 
inequality in purely economic terms 
and did not acknowledge its social 
and cultural importance.

The Irish section also defends 
its role in calling demonstrations 
against “victim-blaming by the 
courts and media”. This has involved 

demonstrations against high-profile 
rape acquittals in Cork and Belfast. 
The criticism advanced by the IS 
is that the Irish section has not 
presented working class or socialist 
politics at these demonstrations - and 
in reality has uncritically adopted 
the slogans of identity politics. The 
response of the Irish section is that, 
while “we agree that there can be no 
automatic acceptance of guilt and that 
we need to be careful”, on the other 
hand, “Being careful also means 
being careful not to be insensitive 
to women, precisely because the 
facts speak so overwhelmingly to 
the general lack of justice for victims 
of sexual violence.” The emphasis 
for the Irish section must be on not 
alienating women who feel strongly 
about these questions. This new 
“radical movement” needs to be 
addressed in a way “which chimes 
with the mood of the most militant 
layers”.10

The problem is that the CWI 
tradition does not have a Marxist 
approach to the woman question 
or to gender identity. There is no 
discussion at all about the role of 
the family in class society or the 
role of the working class - men and 
women - in overcoming oppression 
through collective action. The idea 
of the proletariat as a universal class 
with a programme to liberate all of 
society just does not occur to either 
side. It is either trade union politics or 
liberalism. The Irish section is right 
that the IS sees the woman question in 
purely economic terms. But the they 
have junked economism in favour of 
feminism. Neither of the two are of 
any use to the working class.

Where will it end?
Judging from past experience, a split 
seems unavoidable - although we 
should keep in mind that the material 
that has so far made it into the public 
domain has been selectively leaked by 
different sides in the factional fight. 
Despite its claims to follow in the 
tradition of democratic Bolshevism, 
the CWI’s approach to democratic 
transparency is far more akin to a 
19th century conspiratorial sect à 
la Bakunin than a Marxist trend. 
(Sadly, this degenerate political 
culture remains the norm on the 
contemporary left.)

Thus, the content of debates 
between conflicting trends within the 
organisation are regarded as issues 
of security and closely policed by 
the groups’ leaderships and their 
enforcers in the full-timer apparatus.

It is worthwhile underlining that 
this ‘secret squirrel’ clowning does 
nothing to guard against the massively 
well resourced, highly professional 
security services of the capitalist 
state. They know all our business: 
it’s what we pay our taxes for. No, 
these sensitive and controversial 
discussions are deemed not for the 
consumption of the working class 
movement, of which the CWI is 
meant to be the servant l

Trade union organisation very weak

A basic necessity
Tony O’Brien Tackling the 
housing crisis with publicly owned 
construction by direct labour 
organisations self-published, 2018, 
pp200, £10

This book provides a down-to-
earth tour of the recent history 
of the construction industry and 

the efforts to organise and sustain 
construction workers unions, through 
the trajectory of their various mergers 
and affiliations.

Tony has had a lifetime in the 
industry as a skilled carpenter-
joiner. He started as an apprentice 
in 1963, working in several unions 
and eventually Unite, until in 2012 
he retired from work - although 
not from the struggle. The history 
is told ‘hands on’, from someone 
who has been at the sharp end of 
one of the most difficult industries 
to unionise - and to impose basic 
standards of health and safety, and 
contracts which actually mean 
something. For all this century and 
at least half of the last, construction 
has had a worse death and injury 
record than the mines - whereas 
mineworkers’ unions have been fairly 
well consolidated and entrenched in 
the pits since the mid-19th century, 
winning and maintaining recognition 
in construction has been a non-stop, 
bitter war. Tony tells that story very 
plainly and well.

As a man of his generation, I 
remember well those mass struggles 
of the 1970s, as workers across one 
industry then another launched major 
assaults on employers and began to 
win substantial improvements. The 
spirit of solidarity was strong and 
workers almost without question 
honoured picket lines of all sorts. 
I remember the hard and bitter 
building strikes of 1972. I had mates 
who worked in construction and 
were in the thick of bloody battles 
fought largely out of sight with 
company goons and professional 
scabs - and a few security dogs 
which didn’t make it. There were 
also many examples of solidarity 
action across the whole of industry 
for healthworkers, as miners, builders 
and transport workers walked out in 
support of their battle for improved 
pay and conditions - a battle they 
could not pursue effectively all alone. 
Solidarity also came from dockers 
and engineers - it was a who’s who 
of industrial struggle in support of 

healthworkers.
But this book deals not simply 

with efforts to organise labour. It also 
covers attempts to impose standards 
in the industry. The vision of direct-
labour contracts, with councils and 
other authorities employing workers 
themselves, was key in being able 
to police terms and conditions and 
render the employers accountable. It 
was essential in the battle to defeat 
‘the lump’ (‘self-employed’ workers) 
and the most sophisticated and 
widespread use of the blacklist and 
profiling. This latter is still far from 
over, by the way.

The book looks at the corruption 
within huge building projects, with 
vital services and infrastructure 
designed at the whim and interests 
of financial speculators and get-rich-
quick merchants, rather than the 
needs of the people and society as 
a whole. Here we see the argument 
develop for the creation of a 
national, public-sector construction 
organisation, which is accountable 
to those it serves and those who 
serve within it - a partnership with 
municipal authorities and through 
them the public, the unions doing 
the job indirectly and the workers 
directly.

Housing is a basic necessity, but 
the way it is provided in many cities 
means it is both a luxury and a piggy 
bank for speculators, whose only 
aim is large profits for themselves. 
The need to take housing under 
public control and direct-labour 
construction is a crying and urgent 
need and this book sets out plain 
simple means by which this aim 
could be advanced.

Tackling the housing crisis is 
short, sharp and to the point - the 
first print run has already sold out 
and the second should be available 
by the time you order it. Send 
£10, plus £2 for postage, to the 
author, Tony O’Brien, at Southwark 
Pensioners Centre, 307 Camberwell 
Road, London SE5 0HQ. Or email 
Tony at tonysalebook@outlook.
com. Payment can also be made by 
bank transfer to account number 
01773496, sort 40-05-35 l

David Douglass
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Deadly cost of austerity
James Linney asks what the fall in life expectancy tells us about the state of capitalism in 2019

L ife expectancy has long been 
used as a marker of the health of a 
society, and for the cheerleaders 

of capitalism the year-on-year, steady 
increase has provided them with a 
comforting proof of the system’s 
continuing progress. However, in 
some highly developed countries 
- most notably the UK and US - 
something strange is happening: since 
2011 the rate at which life expectancy 
has been increasing has significantly 
slowed and in the past few years it 
has actually started to decline. What 
was initially assumed to be a blip 
has revealed itself to be a trend that 
can no longer be dismissed - and one 
that suggests some very significant 
underlying societal changes.

Life expectancy is precisely defined 
as the average number of years a 
person (genders are usually calculated 
separately) can expect to live, at a given 
age, if the current rate of mortalities for 
that age were to remain constant. So, for 
example, currently a 65-year-old man 
in the UK will on average live a further 
18.6 years and a woman of the same 
age 20.9 years, according to the Office 
of National Statistics.1 Life expectancy 
in the UK has increased at a relatively 
steady rate since the beginning of the 
20th century up until 2011, females 
consistently having a higher expectancy 
than males (on average about 4.5 years 
more). In 1901 life expectancy at birth 
was 48.5 years for males and 52.4 for 
females.2 The improvements seen in 
the first half of the 20th century were 
largely due to the reduction in infant 
mortality through improvements in 
obstetric care, advances in sanitation 
and the development of childhood 
immunisations. After this, increases 
in life expectancy can be explained 
by improvements in older-age 
medicine, such as new treatments for 
cardiovascular disease and cancers. 
Thus, people being born in 2011 could 
expect to live nearly twice as long as 
in 1901 - with life expectancies of 79 
years (male) and 82.2 (female). And 
there was no need to believe that this 
rate of increase would slow down any 
time soon: we were told that the figure 
would reach 100 within the next 50 
years.

The first hint of a change occurred in 
2011, when the annual rate of increase 
started to stall - from about 2% to 0.5%. 
For the first few years it was assumed 
this was just a temporary setback due 
to a few colder winters or simply a 
data-gathering anomaly. However, 
the trend continued. Fast-forward to 
March this year, when the Institute 
and Faculty of Actuaries, which 
calculates life expectancy on behalf 
of the UK pensions and insurance 
industries, published the most recent 
predictions: life expectancy at 65 
years has now decreased for both men 
and women by around five months. 
Men aged 65 are now on average 
going to die at 86.9 years - down from 
the previous estimate of 87.4 years - 
while women who reach 65 are likely 
to die at 89.2 years - down from 89.7 
years. The reversal of this120-year-
long trend is not exclusive to the UK 
- in the US life expectancy has been 
declining for the past three years - a 

pattern not seen there since 1915-18,3
when a combination of World War I 
and Spanish flu took their toll. In 
America annual mortality rates are 
now increasing - a consequence of 
rising suicides and drug overdoses, 
driven largely by the drug industry-
sponsored opioid crisis. Suicide rates 
have increased by 33% since 1999 and 
in 2017 a staggering 72,000 people 
died from drug overdoses.4 Although 
the UK has seen small rises in such 
deaths, there has been nothing like the 
epidemic in the US, while suicide rates 
here have remained stable. What then 
can explain it here?

You do not have to be a professor in 
epidemiology to notice that the slowing 
down in the rate coincides with the 
formation of the coalition government 
in 2010  - so can the change be explained 
by its implementation of a programme 
of austerity over the past nine years? 
This question was examined in two 
papers by Danny Dorling (professor of 
geography at Oxford University) and 
his colleagues.5 In their discussion they 
recognise that life expectancy rates are 
a complex matter; indeed, correlation 
is not the same as causation (it is 
obviously not possible to reproduce 
the randomised control study here). 
However, applying the ‘Hill criteria’ 
- a long recognised test for causation - 
they find that most of the nine criteria 
are easily met and that importantly 
there are no other convincing causative 
factors to explain the stalling of life 
expectancy.

Plenty of alternative explanations 
have, however, been suggested - one 
being that medical advances are 
hitting the ceiling of possible human 
biological longevity. This argument 
is clearly false, given the increasing 

number of people living to 100 years 
and beyond and the fact that the UK 
- ranked 20th - remains well behind 
other countries’ life expectancy 
at birth, most of which are not in 
decline. Nor do rising obesity levels 
or influenza outbreaks go towards 
explaining the pattern, especially 
given that these have been partly offset 
by the improving cancer survival 
rates and reduced smoking. Dorling’s 
conclusion is that austerity is the 
strongest contender to explain things, 
but that there can be no certainty when 
dealing with an outcome with so many 
uncontrollable variables. He  suggests 
further investigation is urgently 
needed - a pretty tame statement. 
However, the department of health 
was quick to dismiss the need for more 
studies and remains uninterested in the 
changes in life expectancy. It called 
these papers “a triumph in personal 
bias over research”.

Attacks
Yet for readers I am sure that it 
will not come as a surprise that the 
circumstances in which we live 
affects our health and determines our 
lifespan. The 2008 economic crisis 
has had implications globally, but here 
in Britain it provided a political space 
for a Tory government and its austerity 
project. We have subsequently seen 
an attack on the national health 
service and an assault on benefits. 
Homelessness is climbing and there 
has been a surge in child poverty. A 
2017 study in the British Medical 
Journal cited austerity - in particular 
the resulting  medical staff shortages 
- as being responsible for an estimated 
120,000 deaths since 2010.6

Of course, the working class 

shoulders the burden when capitalism 
has a crisis and the life expectancy 
trends reflect this, so the gap between 
the more and less well-off in the 
UK has dramatically widened since 
2011. A boy born in 2015 in the most 
deprived area of the country (parts 
of Glasgow) could expect to live 8.5 
years less than his equivalent in the 
richest (Buckinghamshire), compared 
to a 7.4-year gap in 2001.7

Like the authors of the studies 
above, we must recognise that there 
are limitations to the conclusions we 
can draw from the data. The declining 
life expectancy seen in the UK and 
US do not represent a universal trend 
and the period of decline is still a short 
one that may only be temporary. It is, 
however, clear that, in the UK, Tory 
government policy - particularly the 
starving of the NHS of funds - has led 
to an increase in mortality and a stall 
in life expectancy increases. Yet our 
response must not be, like plenty on 
the left (including the current Labour 
Party leadership), simply to call for an 
end to austerity. We must interpret this 
data in the context of global trends and 
consider what we can learn about the 
real problem: capitalism.

The data is useful in helping to 
dispel the myth that capitalism and 
scientific or medical progress are 
somehow synonymous. It is true 
that capitalism’s need to continually 
reinvent its methods of production 
and create new markets has at times 
been the catalyst for great scientific 
advances, but these have only 
been a side effect and are usually 
accompanied by enormous harm. To 
give a few examples of this:
l The monumental breakthrough in 
quantum physics in the 1940s was 

harnessed by US imperialism as a 
means of forwarding its hegemony 
agenda in a post-war world (at the cost 
of hundreds of thousands of Japanese 
lives lost in an instant).
l In the 1980s amazing scientific 
research led to the development of 
anti-viral treatments. But, being the 
property of pharmaceutical companies, 
they were denied to the majority of 
the planet, leading to millions of lives 
being lost unnecessarily.
l The invention of the internet, despite 
its enormous potential benefits for 
humanity, has to a large extent become 
a means of digital surveillance, with 
the aim of influencing user behaviour 
and increasing sales.

One final demonstration of the 
fallacy of linear capitalist progress can 
be demonstrated using recent data - by 
comparing the average life expectancy 
at birth of the US and western Europe 
(80-83.7 years) to those in parts of 
Africa - the lowest being the Central 
African Republic (49.53), Lesotho 
(49.50) and Eswatini (49.18): ie, 
equivalent to the UK rate 120 years 
ago. Globally billions of people still 
have a life expectancy below 70 years 
- not only having their lives shortened, 
but being made to live in abject poverty.

The only way that humanity can be 
freed from the unspeakable costs of 
capitalism’s ‘progress’ is through its 
destruction. Only then will we be able 
to live not only long, but also truly 
fulfilled, lives l

Global life expectancy (map created by Tina Gotthardt and Benjamin Henning)
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